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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    “Stop and spread out. There are two more flyers,” Jackson heard Tara Mason say as he listened over Deathangel 25’s comm. He scanned the sky for the flyers approaching their position. 
 
    “Copy,” Araceli replied. “Contact at my two o’clock for five kilometers.” 
 
    “Give them everything you have!” called Tara. 
 
    “We hold the line,” replied Quin’taa. 
 
    The first of the flyers came out of the clouds low and fast, guns stitching a path through the snow toward the Misfits. Araceli and the Misfits opened up, returning fire. As the flyer closed, Rains joined in. The lead flyer belched fire and smoke, then rolled and slammed into the ground directly on top of the Misfits position. 
 
    “Araceli?” Tara yelled. “Araceli! Report!” There was nothing but broken bits of speech and static. 
 
    “Mako 15, Deathangel 25. Misfits need assistance, this position. Be advised the LZ is hot.” 
 
    Carter replied, “Descending from flight level now. ETA one hundred twenty seconds.” 
 
    The static cleared. “Oh, it hurts! It hurts so bad!” Araceli’s voice rose to a keening scream as the flames from the burning flyer engulfed Araceli’s CASPer, and secondary explosions flung debris in all directions. Rains heard Quin’taa roar as he charged through the fire to get to her. Then there was nothing but a terrible silence. 
 
    “Jackson, light up the wingman!” Tara called. 
 
    Rains yanked his attention back to his HUD as it updated the targeting information for the second flyer. 
 
    “Got it!” Deathangel 25’s hand cannon tracked the flyer and erupted with a steady stream of fire. 
 
    He missed. 
 
    The second flyer passed his position, hammering Deathangel 25 with a barrage of laser fire. Half the indicators in his HUD turned red. Jackson ground his teeth against the pain as the lasers penetrated the CASPer’s armor, and he watched as the flyer continued past them toward Reecha and Vannix, weapons blazing. 
 
    Rains continued to fire, ignoring the warnings from Lucille. 
 
    <<Ammunition at ten percent.>> 
 
    Finally, he saw the flyer take several hits from the hand cannon. It veered to one side and a figure leaped away wearing a jump harness, jets firing as it fell toward the ground. 
 
    Rains watched to see where the pilot would come down and saw that both Vannix and Reecha lay unmoving, blood from their wounds slowly turning the snow around them red. 
 
    “No!” Rains screamed as he charged toward the fallen Veetanho as best he could, the damage to the CASPer making him stagger and struggle. He saw Vannix was gravely wounded as she moved weakly toward Reecha. Rains saw the older Veetanho was already dead. The laser fire from the flyer had cut her nearly in half. 
 
    Jackson ran and raised both of Deathangel 25’s MACs toward the flyer pilot and looked up into the face of Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    Rains fired. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    Kr’et’Socae laughed.  
 
    Jackson reached Vannix just as the disgraced enforcer landed in a crouch and drew his sidearm in a smooth, practiced move. Rains shielded Vannix from the murderous Equiri with the CASPer’s bulk. Tara screamed as Kr’et’Socae leaned to the side to fire past him. 
 
    Rains swung at Kr’et’Socae, who simply stepped out of range. “Tara? Tara! Are you okay?” called Rains as he continued trying to close on Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae fired three rounds into the servo of Deathangel 25’s right leg, disabling the already failing CASPer, then kicked it in the chest, rocking the unstable machine. 
 
    “I’ve killed Mason,” said Kr’et’Socae, “and the rat. So, who would that be driving her toy? Is that you, Rains? We have business, you and I.” 
 
    Rains caught Kr’et’Socae with a glancing blow and sent the big Equiri sprawling, then popped Deathangel 25’s hatch, jumped from the CASPer, and headed toward Vannix. He almost fell when he hit the ground, then he staggered through the snow and scooped up her sidearm. He felt heavy steps behind him and managed to roll to the side as the Equiri’s hoof came down where he was a second before. Rains fired wildly at Kr’et’Socae, but the rounds ricocheted off his armor. 
 
    “No, Rains, it won’t be so easy for you.” Kr’et’Socae kicked Rains’ weapon and sent it spinning off into the snow. He kicked again as Rains tried to scramble to his feet. “You will suffer the way she suffered,” the Equiri said. Rains felt his ribs break, but all he could think of was Vannix lying on the ground behind him. 
 
    Adrenaline surged through Rains as he charged and knocked Kr’et’Socae’s gun out of line and hammered the Equiri with all his strength. Once, twice, a third time Rains struck Kr’et’Socae across the vulnerable bridge of the Equiri’s face, then he turned and staggered toward Vannix’s sidearm. 
 
    Rains reached the pistol as Kr’et’Socae grabbed him by the collar and shook him like a child’s rag doll. Rains’ vision closed in around the edges, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He struggled to attack but was unable to find any purchase. He felt the Equiri strike him in the back, and he tried once more to kick him, but Rains could no longer feel his legs. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae carried him to where Vannix lay, dropped him, and placed a heavy hoof on his chest. Rains screamed in agony as he felt his sternum break and his already broken ribs grind together. As he gasped for breath, he thought he heard Mako 15’s engines. He strained to see. 
 
    “Oh, did you think your pathetic friends would save you?” said Kr’et’Socae. He shifted just enough to allow Rains to look past him. Mako 15 was a smoking ruin. On the other side of the tree line, he saw the wreck of the snow crawler. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the Tri-Rusk,” said Kr’et’Socae. “She, at least, will be useful.” 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you,” gasped Rains. 
 
    “No,” said Kr’et’Socae, “the only thing you are going to do is die. For the moment, though, I’ll let you say your goodbyes.” 
 
    With a last push of his hoof, Kr’et’Socae stood back to watch Rains and Vannix. 
 
    Vannix stirred weakly. 
 
    “Not quite dead then? This will help.” Kr’et’Socae shot Vannix in the stomach. Rains frantically tried to drag himself close enough to put pressure on the wound. Kr’et’Socae walked off, laughing. 
 
    Rains got his hand over Vannix’s wound and felt the blood flow between his fingers. He buried his face in her white fur. He couldn’t stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Vannix! Vannix, hold on! Force 25 is on the way; they won’t leave us…” 
 
    “Jackson…” said Vannix. He pulled back just enough to look into her angry face. Vannix’s gaze bored through him. “Why did you let me die?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jackson woke with a start, his arms and legs churning as he fought to free himself from his bedding. The sodden sheets clung to him as if to draw him back down into the nightmare. He finally tore them loose and threw them aside. The room stank of sweat and fear. He sat up, swung his legs over the edge of the bed, and started to shake as his feet hit the icy floor. 
 
    “Lights!” he gasped. He fought to slow his breathing, taking in great, ragged gulps of air. His chest ached. Tears ran down his face. He wiped at his eyes, but they didn’t stop. 
 
    Breathe, breathe. He told himself. In…Hold…Out…Hold…He focused on the techniques to calm and focus the mind they had taught at the Academy, struggling to find his center. The dream fled, as it had so often before. But memory replaced it, and in his mind’s eye he saw Vannix. Not the Vannix of his nightmare. His Vannix. The real Vannix. On his nightstand was Vannix’s badge. He thought of the moment she handed it to him. 
 
    Rains’ eyes flooded with more tears. He felt a moment of shame as he sobbed into his hands and quickly dismissed it. It was a holdover from a childhood where tears had been the enemy, never a sign of loss or grief or hurt, only of weakness. 
 
    “The nightmare again, partner?” Rains heard Vannix say. “You know you didn’t let anyone kill me. Kr’et’Socae wasn’t even there. It was that Zuul from the Trenta Knights, Krukk, and he didn’t even know who he shot. He thought I was Harmon Gray. You would have thought the fur would have given it away…” 
 
    “But I didn’t save you either,” said Rains aloud. He took a deep breath. Get a grip, Rains, you know what they say about people who hear voices. They would recommend therapy, maybe medication. But it wasn’t like that; Vannix was gone. Nothing would change that, but he was afraid that if he asked for help, “they” would be “helpful.” “They” would be “sympathetic;” take all the time you need. We’ve got this. Without you… 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen, couldn’t take it. Not now. 
 
    “And you like having me around. Someone needs to keep you on track, but they have a point. Force 25 can’t afford to wait. There’s too much at stake.” 
 
    “I miss you,” he said. 
 
    Rains had lost people before. In some ways, goodbyes had defined his whole life, but he seldom allowed anyone to get close enough for it to really hurt. He smiled, thinking of the times they had together, good and bad, then thought, But it’s no coincidence we keep running into Kr’et’Socae, either. 
 
    Rains considered. Part of him wanted to just step back, step away. He thought about Force 25’s mission to find Snowman, and then his recurring nightmare. The more he worked it through, the more he believed they weren’t paying enough attention to the former Enforcer. He or his minions kept showing up everywhere they turned. 
 
    Rains felt in his gut that there was more than they were seeing. There had to be a reason behind the Equiri’s involvement. He’d spoken with Tara and Jamie several times. They acknowledged Kr’et’Socae was a problem, but they thought Rains was being overcautious. He had tried to contact Selector Hak-Chet to see if he could see what Rains was missing, but he had received no response. He was certain he was right, he just had to figure out how to prove it. At any rate, he couldn’t afford to be sidelined. 
 
    Force 25 was tied up on Snowmass while they searched through Snowman’s cache and worked to integrate the former Trenta Knights into their organization. The new Force 25 was coming along, but it was slow going, mainly because there were some real challenges overcoming the bad habits the Trenta Knights had learned in years of garrison duty. Force 25 was full of fire-eaters from Victoria Bravo. There was a difference in philosophy that would take time to address. Rains grinned for a moment when he thought about their solution to help the process along. 
 
    He crossed the room to the small sink and splashed cold water on his face, then shaved and worked through what had become his usual morning routine. I need a haircut. One of these days, I’m just going to shave my head and be done with it. He looked in the mirror. Dark eyes, red rimmed and puffy, stared back. I look old, he thought. Maybe getting something to help me sleep isn’t the worst idea. Rains had always known that, as a Peacemaker, there wasn’t much room to indulge in his personal feelings. You put those aside and got the job done. 
 
    “You aren’t a machine, partner. Dealing with those feelings is part of the gig,” said Vannix. 
 
    He grabbed a fresh jumpsuit and checked his slate, the small computers that were nearly ubiquitous in the galaxy. Still no response from Hak-Chet. Rains noted a Storm Watch report had come in from the guild overnight; there had been an intrusion into one of the guild’s remote data relay centers. The guild was still trying to assess if there had been a data breach before the relay was destroyed, but it seemed likely. 
 
    Rains shook his head, then locked down his slate. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Vannix stared back. 
 
    Why did you let me die? 
 
    Rains considered for a moment going to the mess, then grabbed his bag and headed for Force 25’s training facility. He needed to clear his head, and some exercise was just the ticket. 
 
    Force 25 had taken over a block of warehouses and quarters formerly held by the Dream World Consortium. One warehouse housed storage and maintenance facilities. Another held a shooting range, classrooms, and training and meeting spaces. 
 
    Force 25 had turned the last, and largest, warehouse into a CASPer-sized obstacle course. Besides tunnels of varying sizes, ropes, ladders, ramps, crates, and other obstacles, the second and third levels of the enormous space were comprised of modular pieces allowing the sadistic minds in training to conjure up an ever-changing combination of building, starship, and space station scenarios. 
 
    As the Trenta Knights gathered from around the planet, the command staff of Force 25 had started the work of integrating them into the combat force. By adapting Force 25’s sim technology into the Trenta Knight’s infantry gear, the training coordinator could include the new mercs into Force 25’s CASPer squad simulations, run by Lucille. The adaptive simulations, combined with the challenging physical environment, kept them all on their toes. 
 
    Rains headed for the heavy steel observation deck that overlooked the obstacle course. In the middle of the overlook, Colonel Ibson watched the ongoing exercise, making notes on a slate. Rains grabbed a set of sleek elSha-designed macular goggles and went to join the colonel. Even over the din of CASPers and infantry moving through the various obstacles, Rains could hear the metallic clunk of his footsteps as he traversed the metal catwalk. A small wave of vertigo rippled through him as he looked through the grate to the obstacle course below. 
 
    Below, one of the CASPers triggered its jump jets and arced up and across the open space of the warehouse. Rains’ adrenaline surged when he realized the mech was burning straight for Colonel Ibson. 
 
    “Colonel, watch out!” Rains yelled and ran toward him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Deathangel 25 came screaming across the obstacle course space, braked in midair, and dropped onto the heavy catwalk next to Colonel Ibson with a clang! that shook the catwalk. Rains shook his head and slowed to a walk as he approached the pair, watching Tara Mason dismount. Tara’s skill with the big machine continuously impressed Rains. She waved as he reached them. 
 
    “Good morning, Jackson,” she said and gestured to the scene below. “What do you think?” 
 
    Rains put on his goggles and studied the scene. Force 25 was assaulting what looked like a heavily held Tortantula position in an enormous cavern. The infantry, several squads of Zuul, were pushing forward under cover of Araceli’s CASPer. Several others were approaching from a flanking position in a higher gallery. Jackson could see the ingress point was a large rope ladder. The Zuul were being propelled up the obstacle by Quin’taa, who grabbed each Zuul in line by their harness and simply hurled them to the top of the obstacle to be caught by their teammates. 
 
    “Misfits are broken up,” said Rains, more to himself than to Tara. “Flankers are in a good position. Not much fire support from the CASPers, though.” 
 
    Ibson nodded agreement. “Can’t,” he said. “We would risk collapsing the cavern with artillery.” Ibson highlighted several areas in the cavern that were no-go zones because of collapse. “What else?” 
 
    “No recon drones up. Who’s running OpInt?” 
 
    “That would be the Misfits,” said Ibson. “But they got hit early and haven’t been able to reset. They reassigned Araceli to fire support.” 
 
    “CASPer sensors?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Jammed,” said Tara. 
 
    “Command?” asked Rains. 
 
    “Kolak,” said Ibson, referring to the former Trenta Knights sergeant major. “He’s ready for more than what the Knights could offer him, but we have to get him up to speed on mixed-troop combat.” 
 
    Rains paused, then said, “Not enough enemy. Tortantula usually have higher numbers. And the lead elements are too far forward.” 
 
    “I told you he’d spot it,” said Tara. 
 
    “Time to drop Kolak into the grinder, then,” replied Ibson. 
 
    Tara keyed her headset. “Lucille, please start Phase Two.” 
 
    Rains watched as the lead elements suddenly came under withering fire from almost directly above. Tortantulas moved from cover on the cavern’s ceiling, some with Flatar carrying automatic weapons based on the XT-12 platform. The cacophony of hypervelocity rounds being fired sounded like popcorn over the din of the heavier weapons. There was a redoubling of fire from the main target position. 
 
    Force 25’s flankers shifted fire to the new threat, but the damage was already done. The main assault elements had taken enough damage from the ambush that it would be almost impossible for them to achieve their objective. 
 
    “All right, Lucille, that’s a wrap,” said Tara. “Force 25, assemble in the main area for debrief, and we’ll talk about what we can do better.” 
 
    Jackson grinned. “That last bit was nasty. Whose was it?” 
 
    Ibson snorted. “You can thank Araceli. It seems she’s picked up a keen appreciation for the capabilities of different merc races.” 
 
    Rains laughed. “You think? Hope she keeps that up. Someday it might save our asses. I’m going to head down for a workout while they debrief.” 
 
    Jamie gave Rains a wave. 
 
    Jackson jogged down the ramp from the catwalk and into the warm-up area. He moved through a series of stretches to loosen up. He had intended to run the course, letting his body do the work of settling his mind, but the lingering effects of the nightmare and a host of questions kept breaking in and sending him in circles. 
 
    He needed to focus so he stepped into an open exercise area. Years ago, one of the things they had taught the boys at his group home was tai chi. He hadn’t thought about it in a long time. There were groups that had practiced at the Peacemaker Academy, and he had drifted in and out of a couple before giving it up to devote his time elsewhere. 
 
    Rains settled into an opening stance. No, that’s not it, he thought and adjusted his balance. Let’s see how much I remember. He moved into the form, trying to remember each position, to make each movement exactly right. 
 
    As his body recalled the movements, Rains mulled over the problem of Kr’et’Socae again. How did Thraff and Ch’tek come to be on Snowmass? Everyone is searching for Snowman, and after a good look at the master control center, I’m fairly sure resources are the key. If Kr’et’Socae had captured those materials, what would he do with them? Sell them? There are easier ways to make money. 
 
    Rains stopped, realizing he had lost track of the routine. He reset, spent a few minutes breathing, then restarted. As he moved back into the form, he found his mind wandering again. 
 
    What line of reasoning brought them here? Were they monitoring Force 25? If so, how? Is there a connection between Kr’et’Socae and the Dream World Consortium? What were they doing at the facility they blew up? 
 
    He stopped. Reset, breathe…breathe…and move…This time Rains settled into the form, gaining confidence as his body remembered the routine. He became centered in his breathing and his balance, and, other than an occasional slight hesitation, he continued through the entire form without distraction, keeping his attention on shifting his weight, placing each limb, each finger, in exactly the right position. Rains concluded the form and took a few moments to breathe. Then he relaxed and grabbed a towel to dry off, basking in the warm burn you only get from a good workout. 
 
    On the other side of the warehouse, Rains spotted two techs in the staging area running tests on a CASPer he hadn’t seen before. They were in the middle of an animated discussion. The woman in the open cockpit made wide, exaggerated motions with the CASPer, while the man at the diagnostic console shook his head and swore. 
 
    Rains walked toward them and looked the CASPer over. The old Mk 6 was painted a flat black, but somehow the lines were off. It looked thicker than it should have been, the armor plates that were usually smooth curves were angled, and on the machine’s back was what looked like an old-fashioned extendable antenna array… 
 
    “I’m telling you, we just need to recalibrate the haptics and—” The young man at the console froze when he saw Rains. The tag on his coverall read Thomas. “Peacemaker Rains! Well met. What do you think of Bruno, here?” 
 
    “Bruno? You mean the CASPer?” Jackson said. 
 
    “Yeah,” said the woman. “I’m Bev. I’d make a funny looking Bruno.” Bev dismounted. “Pretty, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a CASPer like it,” said Rains. 
 
    “You probably won’t see another, either. Bruno is a hybrid. The Mk 6 chassis means he has a higher carrying capacity, heavier frame, and armor. Not as fast. We think that’s what the oversized jets are to compensate for. It looks like Bruno might have been an attempt at a stealth suit, judging by the angled armor. In addition to the overpowered jump jets, he also has a once state-of-the-art ECM and C&C package, but the haptics and targeting are pure Mk 7, minus the extra systems. As near as we can tell Bruno here was a test frame.” 
 
    “Is it?” Rains said. “Stealthy, I mean.” Rains looked at the mech doubtfully. 
 
    “Nope,” said Thomas cheerfully. “The armor is standard composite, though it’s thicker, and the angled plates probably have better deflection unless you hit a seam. My guess is they were going to apply another coating of some kind. What you have in Bruno is a freight train. He’ll go through anything you point him at. Sealed for EVA ops, too, and his C&C suite could run jamming or coordinate a full battlenet.” 
 
    “Sounds handy,” Rains said. “So, what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Haptics are screwed,” Bev said. “The signal from the C&C is so strong it’s overloading the internal systems. We need to do a full calibration, and to do it right one of us should run the diagnostics while the other reprograms. But we keep hitting roadblocks.” 
 
    “Can I help?” said Rains, thinking he could provide some additional resources for the team. Maybe Tara would let Lucille take a look. 
 
    Bev and Thomas shared a look. “Well…” said Bev with an impish grin. “We saw you working out. Tai chi, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Rains. “I’m not very good.” 
 
    “If you really want to help, Bruno could use a workout, if you are up for it.” 
 
    You have got to be kidding, Rains thought. But he smiled, set down his towel, and headed for Bruno’s cockpit. “What the hell,” he said, “this’ll be fun!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    15 Years Ago 
 
    Jackson, Mississippi, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead. Let’s get a move on. We’re going to be late for opening day.” Benjamin Rains shook the sleeping boy’s left foot. Jackson rolled over in his bed and blinked sleepily at his father. Benjamin watched his son from the foot of the bed. “Up!” he said. “We don’t want to miss the opening pitch, and those hot dogs aren’t going to eat themselves.” 
 
    “And those beers won’t drink themselves, either!” said Jackson, feeling very grown up. 
 
    “That’s root beer for you, kiddo,” his father said. “Now get dressed.” 
 
    Jackson jumped out of bed. Today was the big day. His father was home between assignments and was leaving the next day to meet up with his company. But before he left, he had promised to take Jackson to his first major league baseball game. 
 
    “All ready for your first opening day?” asked his father. 
 
    “Yep,” replied Jackson, tugging on the stained and frayed cap that proudly proclaimed him a fan of the Mississippi Mockingbirds. “I’ve got Grampa’s ball cap and my glove, just in case. The glove finally feels like it’s starting to break in!” 
 
    “You know, the Jacksonville Generals have won eight World Series, including last year,” his father said. “They’ll be gunning for another, so expect them to be a tough team to beat.” 
 
    “It’s my first game!” Jackson exclaimed. “Our guys are gonna win. I know they can do it. Today’s gonna be great!” 
 
    The only thing that would have made the day better was if Jackson’s mother could go with them. Unfortunately, she was out of town at a medical conference and wouldn’t be back until late that night. 
 
    His father gave him a quick once-over. “Well,” he said. “We were lucky to get tickets. The ones for opening day are always hard to come by. When I was your age, we had season tickets and your grandparents would take me to a lot of the games. Your grandfather was a huge fan, and we would spend the entire day at the park. Once, he even took me to a meet-and-greet, and I got to meet some of the players.” He pointed to a baseball with a dozen signatures in a display case on their mantle. “That’s where I got my lucky charm.” 
 
    “I wish I could have known them,” Jackson said wistfully. 
 
    “Me too, kiddo. That would have been great.” His father had a faraway look in his eyes. He rarely talked about his parents. They had died in a car accident long before Jackson was born. But when he did, the stories his dad told made Jackson feel like he had a connection with his grandparents. 
 
    Jackson and his father walked the few blocks from their home in the medical center complex to the transit station. It was a sunny day and the smell of flowers from the center’s landscaping drifted on the sticky air. They grabbed the next pod and his father put in the stadium coordinates. 
 
    His mother worked in the med center running the emergency facility and taught trauma medicine on the side. His parents joked that the only reason she had married Jackson’s father was so she would have someone to practice on. 
 
    Benjamin Rains was a mercenary with the Aces High company. It was something that Jackson was particularly proud of, and it gave him bragging rights with the other kids at school. Of course, a lot of his schoolmates had parents who worked with the mercenary companies, but Aces High had promoted his father, and he was going to be driving one of the Aces’ Mk 6 CASPers. He had even promised he would show Jackson the mech when he got back from this mission. 
 
    “The Aces are bringing on a bunch of new blood after this run,” his father told him. “We’ll have an extended stay before we head out again so we can train them up!” 
 
    “I want to join. Can I? Please?” begged Jackson. 
 
    His father had laughed at that. “When you’re old enough. I think we need to work on getting you to pass your VOWs first.” Then, in a quiet voice, “There are a lot of things you need to learn before you decide if you are going to be a merc. Study hard, and if you do well in school, when the time comes, I’ll help you get signed on. But it’s a dangerous job, and I think your mother has her heart set on you being a doctor, like her.” 
 
    “Awwww, I don’t want to be a doctor. I want to kill aliens!” Jackson announced. He struck a pose like he was in a CASPer, moving his arms back and forth. “Pew! Pew! Pew!” 
 
    His father looked at him, a troubled look in his dark eyes. “I know, Jackson. It sounds exciting, doesn’t it? But it’s something you should think about. It’s an awfully hard thing to do, taking a life.” 
 
    Jackson was confused. “But you—” 
 
    His father cut him off. “Yes, being a mercenary is the life I have chosen, but it’s not an easy one,” his father said. “I need you to understand that I don’t enjoy killing. It’s something that has to be done if I’m to provide for our family. But an alien life and a Human life are more alike than they are different.” 
 
    “But they’re aliens,” Jackson said. 
 
    His father reached out to take Jackson’s hand and held it against his own. “There was a time when Humans treated each other differently because of the color of their skin.” He held his son’s dark hand against his own even darker skin. “It took being bombed by aliens for us to start really thinking of each other as Human. Everybody is someone else’s alien. We all look different. You are what you do.” 
 
    “What I do?” asked Jackson. “When?” 
 
    “When it matters,” said his father. 
 
    Their pod pulled into the station. They got out and headed across the street to the stadium proper. Kennedy Stadium was still fairly new and could hold over a hundred thousand people. It boasted three concourses, a state-of-the-art holo-imaging system, and a whole range of vendors, restaurants, and shops. Baseball was very popular in Mississippi. If you preferred to be close to the action or wanted a different view, you could check out a pair of VR goggles that would let you access cameras from a variety of viewpoints. 
 
    The entry plaza was decorated with banners and set up with a host of booths and games. His father stopped at an ice cream stand. 
 
    “Jackson, you want your usual?” 
 
    “You bet!” 
 
    “Two strawberry chocolate swirls with waffle cones, please,” his father told the woman running the stand. His father paid then handed Jackson his cone. They walked around the plaza looking at the booths while they ate. 
 
    “See anything you want to do?” his father asked, looking around at the various vendors and stands. 
 
    Jackson pointed. At the end of the row was an old-time arcade inside a tent. They had some old classics, like a shooting gallery where you could fire water into different targets to earn tickets and skee-ball. But the big draw was Merc, a row of games where the player used a VR hood and controls to pilot a CASPer. 
 
    “Can I?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “Sure!” his father said and held up a hand to get the attendant’s attention. The attendant fitted Jackson with goggles and set up on the controls. His father stepped back, gently coaching as he watched his son play on a monitor attached to the side. 
 
    Jackson made it through the first two rounds of the first game before being eaten by an Oogar. He cycled through three levels before being dismembered by MinSha in the second. 
 
    Jackson raised the VR hood. “Aww, this is hard.” 
 
    “Things worth doing usually are,” his father said. “You’re doing better each time. Tell you what, we have time for one more game, and they have a tandem mode. What do you say we try that?” 
 
    “Okay!” Jackson said excitedly. His father rarely played video games with him. 
 
    After his father geared up, the two of them set out on the first level. He let Jackson take the lead and concentrated on keeping him alive while his son wreaked mayhem. They made it through almost ten levels before finally being eaten by a giant Canavar. 
 
    Jackson pulled off the VR gear. “That was great! Can we—” 
 
    Jackson’s father shook his head. “We need to get to our seats, maybe on the way out if they’re still here.” 
 
    “Wow! Great score!” exclaimed the attendant. “Pick your prize! Do you want one of the stuffed aliens? Or how about a jersey?” 
 
    Jackson pondered for a minute. “A jersey, I think…for my dad.” His father smiled. 
 
    “Let’s get two then. I’ll buy the other one.” 
 
    Jackson and his father donned their jerseys and headed into the stadium. The ticket lady smiled through the window at Jackson. 
 
    “Aren’t you handsome! What’s your name? How old?” she asked his father. 
 
    “I’m almost eleven.” Jackson boasted. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” she said. “You two enjoy the game and have a fantastic day!” 
 
    They grabbed drinks before heading for their seats, located only a few rows up on the lower level between home plate and first base. Jackson’s father explained what was going on as the teams took the field. He pointed out the umpire. 
 
    “Play ball!” he bellowed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    From New Orleans, take Bayou Road out past the old plantations to where the road turns into Delacroix Highway. Then down past Reggio and Wood Lake, past Delacroix Island toward World’s End. Just past the old Lafitte place, you turn down a wide dirt lane that leads back toward Lost Lake. The road itself is bordered by white stones and overshadowed in oak and bald cypress. A few miles in, you’ll hit a gatehouse of old stone with a heavy gate of rusted iron. Above the gate, new iron lettering reads “Sanctuary Plantation” and below that “Abri Contré la tempête.” Shelter from the Storm. 
 
    A muffled boom! from the direction of the arena shook the cookhouse as four of the Cajuns’ more flamboyant CASPers flashed past each other in simulated combat. Amos could hear the announcer’s blow-by-blow echo across the green through the humid air, which was just starting to take on the first hint of warmth from the fall day. 
 
    “And that was a fantastic move by Florida Eagle in Green Machine! The Cajuns’ own Black Widow, BC Cormier, is staggered! But look out, here comes Steve Cameron in the Sandman!” 
 
    Amos saw a Mk 6 CASPer painted in desert camouflage arc over the arena, its jump jets spitting yellow fire. Sandman leaned forward, cut his jets and fired salvos of rockets from shoulder-mounted launchers that exploded in a hail of pellets and beige smoke. The barrage struck an all-black Mk 5 painted with a red hourglass, already on one knee, sheltering behind a shield with a black and red web pattern. 
 
    As soon as the barrage cleared, Black Widow discarded the now-useless shield and fired what looked like a net from a launcher, followed up by simulated MAC rounds. Sandman was cocooned in the thick, black netting that set off a shower of sparks. He staggered in the air as he flared his jets, trying to recover, then crashed to the ground. 
 
    “Black Widow is using her carbon nanotube webbing!” yelled the excited announcer. “That web is charged to 250,000 volts, ladies an’ gentlemen! How’s that for a shocker? That’s gotta hurt!” 
 
    Amos Delacroix glanced at the tables outside. He knew the demonstration would be over soon, and the tables would be filled with happy people waiting for a taste of “Famous Amos’” Cajun Cooking. 
 
    Amos’ cooking had reached a new level and was as much of a draw as the combat exhibitions. The smell of gumbo, old favorites like red beans and rice, catfish and gator, and the heavenly aroma of fresh beignets filled the air. Any could be had, along with a draught of Abita or a freshly brewed cup of chicory coffee. 
 
    “Dem boys pour it on harder all de time,” said Amos, looking up from his prep tables, squinting with watery blue eyes through the windows at the grounds and the stands. 
 
    “They do,” replied Greasy, leaning against the doorway and cradling his cup of coffee against the morning chill. “They bust ‘em all to shit and expect me to put ‘em back together again.” He took a long sip then held up his cup to Amos in salute. “A good cup, this. I really like the new blend. Richer, not as bitter.” 
 
    Greasy was a stray the Cajuns had collected. Despite his age, Greasy served as the Cajuns’ handyman and general mechanic. No matter what relic they brought in, it was a good bet Greasy had once worked on it. The old man was thin and weathered, with dark skin like old, stained parchment. What hair he had left was pure white and pulled back into a loose braid. He wore a neatly trimmed beard, and no one had ever seen him in anything but grease-streaked coveralls. If the bayou had garden gnomes, then surely Greasy was their leader. 
 
    An emerald-green CASPer triggered its jets, soaring over the field. When it reached the top of its trajectory, it performed an intricate midair flip and fired oversized MAC rounds at Black Widow and a red Mk 7 painted in the likeness of an old Japanese Samurai. The rounds were filled with a green gelatin that exploded on impact. 
 
    “Look at that, ladies and gentlemen! That’s Green Machine’s signature move! The battle flip! You won’t see that anywhere else! Green Machine has fired his hyper-cannon at Black Widow and Lee Bo driving Crimson Samurai! In actual combat, those acid filled rounds could have disabled both CASPers!” 
 
    “Will you look at that?” said Greasy. “Flips. Think they know how fast they’d have their asses shot off pulling that shit on the battlefield? What are you teaching those boys, Amos? You think they remember how to fight?” 
 
    Covered in green goo and out of the fight, Black Widow powered down. Crimson Samurai had side-slipped the barrage and returned fire from a shoulder-mounted cannon and a handheld MAC as he charged Green Machine. He pulled a huge katana from a hard point on his back with his right hand. 
 
    Green Machine deflected the round from the shoulder cannon with a shield deployed on one arm, then fired braking jets, landing with a crunch. He extended heavy blades from each arm and charged his opponent. The crowd in the packed bleachers roared. 
 
    The two exchanged a flurry of sword strokes and seemed evenly matched, the longer reach of Crimson Samurai offset by the second blade of the Green Machine. Green Machine backpedaled and tried to gain room to redeploy his hyper-cannon. Crimson Samurai raised his katana and, with a thunderous crash, sheared through both Green Machine’s blade and hyper-cannon causing Green Machine to overbalance and crash backward into the ground. 
 
    The announcer screamed into his microphone, “Oh yeah! That’s it! Game, set, and match! Crimson Samurai wins today’s exhibition by shattering Green Machine’s weapons!” 
 
    Green Machine raised both arms in surrender. Crimson Samurai turned to the crowd and flourished his katana in a bow. 
 
    Dewey, Amos’ aging bloodhound, looked up from his bed on the porch at the sound of the last clash and looked at Amos, giving a slight whine. 
 
    “Don’ you worry, Dews,” Amos told the dog gently. “Dem boys gon’ be jus’ fine, I gar-on-tee.” 
 
    Dewey gave Amos a long suffering, skeptical look, but settled back on his bed with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    New Orleans 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    Pop! 
 
    “Ow!” Remmy quickly stuck his finger in his mouth and glanced up and down the fence line. There was no movement. In the distance, he could hear a barking dog, but that wasn’t his concern. He turned his attention back to the control box for the gate. He deftly secured the alligator clips and pulled out a pair of wire cutters. With a quick snip, the electric motor powering the gate hummed to life. 
 
    “We are in business,” Remmy said to the hulking brute next to him. “Back the truck in here and I’ll get our prize.” 
 
    “All right, Remmy,” the Lumar said. He crossed the road to where an old tow truck was idling. 
 
    Remmy made for a warehouse about twenty meters away. Surprisingly, the side door was unlocked. With a shrug, he slipped inside the building. Dim lights, hung high in the rafters, cast pools of sporadic yellow through the wide-open space. The place was deserted except for several two-and-a-half-meter-tall humanoid shadows. Remmy grinned. 
 
    Tap, tap came from the large garage door. Remmy quickly located the control box and pushed the button. A metallic thrum and several creaks, and the garage door retracted up on its frame. 
 
    “Gimme a sec,” Remmy told his partner. He turned back to the large figures and extracted a penlight from his chest pocket. He hurried to the first one and shined his light on the metallic right leg of a Binnig Mk7 CASPer. He grunted and moved to the next one. “Ha!” he huffed. “Burton, this is it. Pull the rig in and let’s get it connected.” 
 
    A scrape on the concrete of the warehouse floor and displacement of air gave Remmy enough warning to duck as a pipe crashed into the side of the CASPer with a loud ring. Backing up, Remmy flashed his light at his erstwhile attacker. His beam speared a young man in a dingy tan flight suit. He had short-cropped sandy hair and held his arm up to shield his face. 
 
    “Hey,” the man said, “y’all can’t be in here!” He hefted the pipe, readying for another swing. “And get that light out of my eyes.” 
 
    “Well, my little chickadee, ah do believe you were fixin’ to do me some harm.” Remmy smiled and moved the bright circle down to the man’s chest. Remmy could make out a name tag. “Now, Mister Stevens, why don’tcha run along now and let your elders finish their work.” 
 
    “Elders? Who are you? How do you know my name? This is the Marauder’s area. You can’t be in here.” Stevens took a half step forward and raised the pipe threateningly. 
 
    Remmy sighed and brought the light up to blind him again as he moved forward. A quick punch took Stevens square in the nose and knocked him backward from the force and ferocity of the attack. Remmy caught the pipe before it hit the floor and could make any more noise. 
 
    Now seated on the concrete, Stevens cried out in pain, hands on his now-broken nose, blood flowing freely down his face and drenching his uniform. 
 
    “Now see here, cher. I can appreciate wanting to protect you and yours, however, I am taking back property you stole,” Remmy explained. He glanced around to see if anyone else was creeping up on them, then put the light back on Stevens. 
 
    “Stolen?” Stevens squeaked. “That CASPer belongs to the Marauders.” 
 
    “Well, that is the point of contention,” Remmy said and stepped to the mech. “You see this here tag?” Remmy put the bright circle of light on the right leg of the CASPer, illuminating an iridescent strip of metal about the size of a deck of playing cards. “Your boss was either too stupid or too arrogant to remove the property tag showing the rightful owners of this here suit.” He straightened and dropped the beam between them on the floor. “Now, if you truly didn’t know, then I’d suggest finding a new employer.” He turned to the tow rig as it stopped backing up. He gave Stevens a sidelong glance. “Am I gonna have any more trouble from you? No?” Remmy nodded. 
 
    The Lumar got out of the rig and glanced at Stevens sitting on the ground with a bloodied face. “We have a problem, Remmy?” he asked, shrugging two sets of shoulders and cracking knuckles on all four hands. 
 
    “Nah, Burton. This here is our new friend Stevens. We had a bit of a disagreement, but we came to an understanding.” 
 
    Stevens sat wide eyed, transfixed by the sight of the giant alien, a member of a race with a deserved reputation for killing things with their bare hands. He shifted his gaze back to the truck. With a whine of hydraulics, a giant metal claw grabbed the CASPer and pulled it bodily onto the bed of the tow truck. He gave a dismissive flick of his wrist. 
 
    “Y’all have a right good evenin’,” Remmy said, climbing into the truck. Burton got behind the wheel and started the truck out the door.  
 
    Remmy’s pinplants buzzed—more of an electronic tickle in the brain—and he saw it was an incoming comm. “Why if it isn’t my favorite aunt. How’re ya doin’, Bes?” Remmy asked with a smile. 
 
    “Remmy, you little charmer. Where’re you at?” The warm Cajun voice on the other end was music in Remmy’s ears. Bes wasn’t really Remmy’s aunt by direct blood, but down in the parish, second and third steps get erased, and family is family. 
 
    “Oh, I just finished up a local job.” He winked at Burton, who chuckled a low bass rumble as he drove. 
 
    “Now don’ you tell me you be stealin’ again, Remington Bouchard!” 
 
    Remmy laughed. “Naw, Aunt Bes. You know I gave that up when I joined Intergalactic Haulers. This was a legal repo job. I have the papers on it and everythin’,” he said calmly. “Now, I know you weren’t callin’ to make sure I’m on the side of the Lord.” 
 
    “I want to remind you that Sabine’s party’s comin’ up,” she said. “I expect you won’t be missin’ it, right?” 
 
    “Aw, yeah. I’ll be there. Especially if Amos is cookin’,” Remmy said enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gorton Station 
 
      
 
    The heavy blast door shot open with a hiss from the hydraulics. A robed figure entered the musty, dimly lit room, dragging a large soft duffle. 
 
    “Illumination.” 
 
    The lights came up slowly, revealing a large workspace with a bench on one side, some lockers along the wall, and a large door on the far wall. Yellow and black markings around it indicated the door opened to space. A small craft was poorly hidden under a tarp on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Thin, black-clawed hands reached up and pushed the robe’s cowl back, revealing the black fur-clad head of a Sirra’Kan female. A light gray scar bisected one side of her face from the top of her head, across her eye socket, to her jaw. A bright red cybernetic eye glowed where the natural eye used to be. 
 
    The bag moved. “Now, now,” she said soothingly. “I vill get to you soon enough.” She spoke in accented English, which sounded very much like Russian from Earth. She kicked the bag, and a muffled exclamation of pain followed. She grinned when the bag stilled. She sauntered to the middle of the space and set down a small, flat, iridescent disk. With a thought from her pinplants, the disk projected a hologram image of a large Equiri. 
 
    “Sin’Kura, report,” the Equiri ordered. 
 
    Sin’Kura gave a half bow. “Everything moves as planned, Kr’et’Socae. Phase one is complete. Shall ve proceed vith phase two?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said curtly. “Were you able to find our friend?” 
 
    Sin’Kura nodded. “Oh, yes, I arranged a gift for him.” 
 
    “Good. And the contact?” Kr’et’Socae asked. 
 
    “He is here. Vould you like to meet him?” Not waiting for an answer, Sin’Kura dragged the bag to the holo-projector and unzipped it. She yanked hard on one side and the occupant was unceremoniously dumped onto the hard metal floor with a thud. 
 
    Blinking, the Human held out his bound wrists to block some of the light from the projection. “What the hell—” He was silenced with a sharp blow to his mouth from Sin’Kura. 
 
    “You vill speak only ven spoken to, gry’zun,” she hissed, her fangs glistening in the light. Her eye flared white before settling back to a warm green when she addressed Kr’et’Socae. “This thing vill answer your questions.” 
 
    The Equiri looked at the crumpled Human. “Charles, you know better than to play both sides in this matter. Think of your family. Tell us where it is and Sin’Kura, here, will let you live,” Kr’et’Socae said. 
 
    Charles wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. It came away bloody. “You know I don’t mean you no disrespect, Mister Kr’et’Socae. But I can’t—” Sin’Kura grabbed his throat in one vice-like hand and dug her claws into his flesh. Blood trickled down his neck. 
 
    “Think very carefully, Human,” she said with a growl, “before finishing that sentence.” 
 
    Eyes wide with terror, Charles choked as Sin’Kura’s grip tightened. “Urk!” 
 
    “Sin’Kura, let him speak. He was just about to make the right decision,” Kr’et’Socae said. 
 
    She let him go and stepped behind Charles so he couldn’t see the predatory grin and warm pink glow of her eye. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae motioned. “You were saying, friend Charles?” 
 
    Charles wheezed and gasped for breath. “I was…” he coughed and cleared his throat. “I was saying that what you want is in the Blood Son annex on level four. But the Besquith won’t let it go easily,” Charles said hoarsely. “It’s in lockup two-four-two. All right?” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae smiled at Charles, which on an Equiri was not a pretty sight. “Yes, Charles. That is very good.” He nodded. “Sin’Kura has your payment.” 
 
    “You’re still going to pay me?” Charles asked, hope leaping into his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yes. You will be paid what you deserve,” Kr’et’Socae said. To Sin’Kura, “Get it and move on to phase two.” He cut the transmission. 
 
    Charles blinked at the sudden lack of light and turned around. “So, about my payment—” he stopped and stared transfixed as a clawed hand punched into his chest, reached under his sternum, and grabbed his still-beating heart. Charles’ last sight was his heart being ripped from his chest. Sin’Kura’s eye glowed a bright red, and she had a feral grin on her face as she showed the dripping organ to him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Snowmass 
 
      
 
    Jackson pushed his plate back with a contented sigh. He winced as he sat back in his chair. He had been pouring over the records of Kr’et’Socae’s and his associates’ activities. Even with Lucille’s help, trying to piece together the larger picture was frustratingly slow. To work off some of that frustration, he was putting in extra time working with Bev and Thomas recalibrating Bruno, and those sessions took a physical toll. That project, at least, was moving along nicely. 
 
    The mess hall at Force 25’s HQ had some of the best food he’d eaten off Earth. Called the “Cantina,” the place had a kitchen staff that, naturally, specialized in dishes from Victoria, but in the month or so since they had settled on Snowmass, they had picked up some new dishes from the locals. 
 
    One of today’s selections was a spicy sausage with peppers grown in the local hydroponics garden. Stewed in a rich sauce and served over rice, the heat cleared his sinuses and set him to sweating. The delicate smell of the spices filled the air and drifted down the corridors, somehow managing to not clash with the ever-present smell of wet fur that had come to Force 25 after integrating the Trenta Knights. The spicy flavor reminded him of home and Amos’ cooking. 
 
    When did that happen? he wondered. Across the table from him, Vannix drew up her legs into the chair and sat, hugging them. 
 
    “You know exactly when that happened, partner. You got ambushed,” she said. 
 
    Rains smiled as he remembered. After Avbo, Rains had a short but busy assignment on Earth to help smooth over some minor difficulties at the newly established Peacemaker Regional HQ. After he finished, he had taken a quick trip to see the Cajuns’ new setup. The work was still ongoing, but Amos and his crew had made huge strides with the old place. It had been good to see everyone, and it amazed him that Sanctuary Plantation, with its mossy oaks and bald cypresses, had been abandoned for so long. For Rains, Sanctuary was history come to life. 
 
    “Uncle Jackson! Come see! Come see!” Sabine had shouted, grabbing Rains’ hand after their evening meal and pulling him in the direction of the plantation’s grand staircase, her ever-present stuffed crab trailing from the other. She gave him the grand tour, including the wing that held the rooms for the rest of the Cajuns. 
 
    “This is my room!” she said proudly. She opened a door into a small suite with a sitting area, vid screen, a desk strewn with coloring books, and a nook with built-in shelves holding some real books as well as toys. An open door showed a bedroom painted blue. “I have a poster bed and my own bathroom!” she said. 
 
    “That’s great, Sabine,” said Rains. “Did you decorate it yourself?” 
 
    “Uh uh. Nana Bes helped!” she said. 
 
    “We do it together,” said Bes from the doorway behind them. 
 
    “Three, four times I rememberin’,” said Amos from the hallway. 
 
    “You hush now,” said Bes. “Sabine have a surprise for you, Jac-son. Go on, Sabine, you show ‘im.” 
 
    Sabine took Rains by the hand again and led him down the hall to a closed door. “You haf’ta put your hand on the sensor,” she said. Jackson put his hand on the doorplate. After a second there was an audible click as the door opened. The name display above the sensor lit up: Uncle Jackson. 
 
    “Come on!” Sabine said, pulling him into a suite similar to hers. “We used Peacemaker colors in your room!” 
 
    Rains’ slate let out an urgent tone, snapping him back to the present. It was an encrypted guild alert. Opening the message required him to enter his guild authentication codes. He took a deep breath as he did. Encrypted alerts are never good news, he thought. 
 
    The message verified his codes and opened a classified mission brief. Rains studied the files. A Peacemaker investigating the attack on the Nomis data relay was overdue for check-in. By three weeks? What were they thinking? Then he saw it: No resources available. 
 
    He looked through the dossier. The photo of the missing Peacemaker, Ravak, showed an older Besquith, her silver fur turning white around her eyes and muzzle, her left canine broken. Rains scrolled through her stats. Twenty-two years of service, communication specialist, expert in computer security and electronic warfare. Not an easy nut to crack then. If she had gone to ground, she wouldn’t be easy to find, thought Rains. Looks like her last known location was Gorton Station. 
 
    He read Ravak’s last report. “En route to Gorton Station in order to arrest Sin’Kura on existing warrants.” 
 
    Rains reviewed Sin’Kura’s rap sheet. 
 
    She has quite the list of convictions. Rains stopped cold. Including a prison break. “There it is,” he said aloud. Known associate of Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    He did a quick search. Gorton station was in a system with three gas giants and served as a transshipment hub for the exotic gasses mined there, some luxury goods, which meant at least a decent black market, and—Rains did a double take. F11. Now that was interesting… 
 
    The guild is bound to send someone, but if I leave now and find out what happened to Ravak or this Sin’Kura, it could get me one step closer to Kr’et’Socae, Rains thought. There will be hell to pay when they find out I’ve gone. Rains considered, then sent a message to Tara to let her know he needed to talk to her and headed toward his quarters to grab his go-bag and armor. 
 
    Rain’s slate chimed. It was Tara. 
 
    “Jackson, your message looked urgent. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I have a guild matter to attend to. I would commandeer a commercial transport, but I need something discreet…” 
 
    “Not a problem, Jackson. I can have Cargill take you in the Ptolemy. His ship is an old Magellan-class survey ship. It’s small, but it has legs. Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Gorton Station. I don’t think I’ve met Cargill.” 
 
    “He hired on when Force 25 evacuated Victoria Bravo. After the run, he asked to stay on. He was good to work with, so I said yes. Having an extra ship available never hurts. I’ll let him know to expect you. Pad Three. When do you want to leave?” said Tara. 
 
    “As soon as he can be ready,” said Rains. 
 
    “Hope you’re packed then.” Tara grinned. “Cargill is a ‘be prepared’ kind of guy.” 
 
    “Works for me. I’ll be at Pad Three in two hours unless I hear from one of you,” he said. 
 
    “Watch your six, Jackson. We’ll want you back when it’s time to move,” said Tara. 
 
    “I will,” said Rains. “Good luck getting the new recruits up to speed and tell Bev and Thomas I’m sorry I won’t be here to help them finish up the work on Bruno.” 
 
    There was a pause. “That might be a problem. Your CASPer tai chi sessions have become pretty popular. Any reason they can’t tag along? Testing your mech would be an easy explanation.” 
 
    Jackson considered. “That works, if they can be ready, but we may be gone for some time.” 
 
    “We aren’t going anywhere soon. I’ll handle it, Peacemaker. Mason out.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gorton System 
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
      
 
    As the ship emerged from hyperspace, Rains fought down the queasy feeling he always had with transition. Suddenly, every alarm on the Ptolemy began screaming at once. 
 
    “Emergence Control to Ptolemy! Please clear the emergence area immediately. Relief and rescue ships are inbound to Gorton Station. A state of emergency exists in Gorton System. Emergency data is available on sub-frequency two. Information on known navigational hazards is being uploaded now. Station administration for Gorton Station is functioning on emergency channel seven. Message will repeat.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Emergence Control. Navigational uplink confirmed. Clearing the pattern now,” said Cargill. Rains watched as he put the data for the system up on the primary screen. 
 
    “What the hell happened here?” Rains asked. 
 
    Cargill updated the display. “Look here, Peacemaker.” Ships were highlighted on the display. “There are a dozen heavy haulers in the holding pattern along with a fair amount of regular transport traffic.” Rains looked in surprise as a tactical overlay sprang to life. 
 
    “Is that targeting data?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Be prepared,” said Cargill. More areas updated. “These are debris fields.” 
 
    “Debris? From what?” said Jackson. “This looks like the aftermath of a battle.” 
 
    “Emergency channel says there was an explosion in the F11 transshipment storage.” He went pale. “My god, they’re lucky they didn’t lose the whole station.” 
 
    Rains grabbed a headset. “Can you give me emergency channel seven?” he asked. Cargill nodded then gave Rains a thumbs up. 
 
    “Gorton Station Control,” answered a calm voice. 
 
    “Gorton Control, this is Peacemaker Jackson Rains inbound aboard the Ptolemy. What assistance can we provide?” 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, Gorton Control. We are short on medical supplies if you have any to spare, or if you happen to know who tried to blow up the station, that would be a help. Otherwise, we are well into cleanup. Docking will be delayed. Grab a spot in the pattern and we’ll get you in as soon as we can.” 
 
    Rains looked to Cargill, who gave him another thumbs up. 
 
    “Roger, Gorton Control. We’ll get together what we have available.” Rains hesitated. Worth a shot, he thought. “Can you notify Peacemaker Ravak of my arrival?” 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, if we can find her. Peacemaker Ravak has been missing since the incident.” 
 
    “Understood Gorton Control. Thank you,” said Rains. 
 
    “Gorton Control Out.” 
 
    The Ptolemy had been a pleasant surprise. It was a midsize hauler, small enough that it had in-atmosphere capability, but large enough that a long trip wasn’t completely claustrophobic. 
 
    Captain Anderson Cargill was a small, spare man with gray hair and thick, round wireframe glasses that made him look like he was wearing goggles. He’d introduced his Pendal first officer, Deck, along with a few other members of the small crew, then explained that the cargo areas were modular and had been converted over from the crew cabins for the survey missions the Ptolemy used to make. 
 
    “Not much call for those these days,” he’d said wistfully. “For survey work we used to ship a larger crew and different science modules. People everywhere. Now it’s mostly cargo.” 
 
    Beverly DiMara and Ned Thomas had been waiting for him at the ship, as promised. 
 
    “Glad you could make it,” said Rains. 
 
    Beverly looked at him archly. “You aren’t shaking us that easy; we are making great progress on Bruno. He’s already set up in one of the cargo bays. Two hours was cutting it close!” 
 
    Rains was impressed. “I don’t know how much time I’ll have for—” 
 
    “We know the drill,” said Thomas, “but we can work onboard as well as we can here. Colonel Mason can spare us, so…” 
 
    “Fine,” said Rains. “As long as there’s time, we can work something out.” 
 
    Once they finished docking, the airlock doors opened, and Rains stepped onto Gorton Station. Emergency lighting still flickered in the corridor, and the air smelled of burnt circuitry and the aftermath of a fire. Rains spotted a repair crew hard at work. 
 
    A Cochkala stepped forward to greet him in a no-nonsense manner. “Peacemaker Rains, I’m Station Chief Bosk. Welcome to what’s left of Gorton Station.” 
 
    Rains smiled and stepped forward. Bosk gave the impression that if he’d been Human he’d be speaking around the chewed end of a cigar. “Thank you, Chief Bosk, I’ll try to stay out from underfoot. We have a few cases of medical supplies Control requested…” 
 
    Bosk gestured to one side of the corridor. “Thank you, Peacemaker. You can have your crew leave them here, and I’ll send someone down from the infirmary to collect them presently. Control passed on your request to alert Peacemaker Ravak, but I’m afraid we still haven’t been able to locate her. Best guess is that she was aboard the Ortalis—she’s an F11 hauler that was headed for Kleve with additional cargo for the Peacemaker Guild.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “Did she check in with station control before she left?” Rains asked. 
 
    “No. We thought that was unusual, but it was the last ship out on the regular schedule before the fireworks started.” 
 
    Rains brought up Sin’Kura’s warrant on his slate and transferred it to Bosk. “Ravak was here trying to locate a Sirra’Kan named Sin’Kura. Do you know if she currently is or has been on the station?” 
 
    Bosk bounced, looking troubled, and gestured with his tail. “She’s here all right. Her ship dropped her off and left—her and two bully boys. That’s not unusual though, people come and go here all the time. Nature of the trade,” he said. “I’ll run this down with security. She should still be here unless she got out on one of the ships when we evacuated.” 
 
    “If she is,” said Rains, “please notify me at once. Tell your security not to approach her. One last thing; can you tell me where Peacemaker Ravak was staying?” 
 
    “Spacers accommodations on Level Six.” He gestured to a bank of lifts with his tail. “Take those up. The hotel is across the corridor from the lifts. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief,” said Rains, heading for the bank of lifts. “I’ll be in touch. If anything comes up or there is anything we can help with, let me know.” 
 
    Bosk made an affirmative gesture and turned away, already working on his slate. 
 
    Rains made his way to the hotel and checked in with the clerk at the desk. Yes, Peacemaker Ravak had a room here. No, she hasn’t checked out, and yes, Rains could have the key on his authority as a Peacemaker as long as he signed for it. There was no way the clerk was going to risk problems with management. 
 
    Rains made his way to Ravak’s room, drawing his sidearm. He cautiously opened the door. Empty. 
 
    After he was satisfied that he was the only one there, Rains holstered his weapon and did a quick search of the room that yielded little. Like most Peacemakers, Ravak traveled light. There was a go-bag, up-sized for a Besquith, but otherwise almost identical to Rains’. A spare uniform that looked like it had just come back from the hotel cleaners hung in the closet, and there was a fast-charge plate for her slate and a holo of Ravak with another Besquith and pups sitting on the nightstand. 
 
    Then she’s still on the station, thought Rains. She wouldn’t have left her things behind on purpose. The other option wasn’t a good one. 
 
    <<Storm Watch…Storm Watch…>> Jackson’s slate alerted him. Jackson silenced the alarm and read through the details. 
 
    <<Storm Watch now confirms a critical data breach at the Nomis Relay Station. Forensic reconstruction of the backup traffic shows accessed information was limited to databases containing travel and disposition of Peacemaker and Enforcer officers and command staff, auxiliary personnel, their families, and known associates, as well as location, assignment, and travel data. Other potential breaches include location and itinerary information for Peacemaker vessels. We advise Peacemakers to change existing travel plans and maintain high alert.>> 
 
    I should get a message off to Amos, Rains thought. He was planning on taking some leave to visit Earth for Sabine’s birthday…It might be better if I stay away for the time being. 
 
    He sent a quick message to Amos and the Cajuns and promised himself he’d follow up with a lengthier message the first chance he got. 
 
    His comm chimed. “Rains.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, Chief Bosk. I went over the security feeds, and you’re not going to like it. Peacemaker Ravak was on the Ortalis. So were Sin’Kura and her two friends, but the Ortalis filed a change of flight plan with Gate Control. They didn’t go to Kleve.” 
 
    Rains headed for the door. “Where did they go?” 
 
    “Karma.” 
 
    Why would they go to Karma with a presumably captive Peacemaker? Rains wondered. 
 
    He was still trying to work it out when the room behind him exploded.  
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    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    15 Years Ago 
 
    Jackson, Mississippi, Earth 
 
      
 
    The plant crashed to the floor. Startled, Max, their old tabby, ran up the side of the sofa, vaulted past the coffee table, and made a beeline for the safety of his lair beneath Jackson’s parent’s bed. Jackson’s baseball rolled innocently across the room to rest in a corner of the kitchen. Jackson froze in place, not daring to breathe. 
 
    “Jackson!” yelled his mother from her office. “What are the rules about playing catch?” 
 
    How did she know? Jackson thought. “Not in the house,” Jackson called back. “Sorry, Mom!” 
 
    Jackson could hear his mom speaking to someone in her office. She must be on a call. The voices stopped and Sahana Rains poked her head out the door. “Anything broken?” she asked. 
 
    “No. I just knocked over the plant,” Jackson said, setting the Ficus tree on its base and scooping the spilled soil back into the pot. “It isn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Lucky for you, mister,” said his mom, mock-cross as she came into the living room to take a closer look. “Miss Nancy gave me that plant.” She was talking about her best friend Nancy Bellam. “You would have had to explain to her how it came to look like an old, broken stick.” Somehow his mother’s clipped, almost British accent made even a mild scolding seem worse. 
 
    Where Jackson’s father was short with a heavy build that Jackson hoped he would grow into as he got older, his mother was tall and thin. His father called her “elegant” and said she was one of those people who looked good no matter what, an attribute that made her a favorite when the medical center needed someone to attend conferences and fundraisers. 
 
    She looked dubiously at the plant. “We’re going to need more soil. After you vacuum up the rest of your mess, what do you say we go pick some up at the little shop across the park and grab an ice cream on the way back?” 
 
    “Really?” asked Jackson. 
 
    “Really,” said his mom. “Now finish up while I get changed. I’m not going to the park in scrubs.” 
 
    Jackson cleaned up the small amount of soil he hadn’t been able to put back into the pot, then grabbed his ball and glove and his Mockingbirds cap. He looked at the ball again and smiled, remembering. 
 
    It was top of the ninth inning and the Generals were at bat. The bases were loaded with two batters out and the Mockingbirds were up by two runs. 
 
    The next batter stepped up to the plate. There were calls “Get ‘im, Lankey!” and the usual chorus of “Hey, batter, batter, sa-wing, batter!” 
 
    Jackson and his father were on the edge of their seats. “Come on guys!” yelled Jackson. 
 
    The Generals players led the bases. 
 
    The wind up. The pitch. The swing! “Stee-rike!” said the umpire. 
 
    The crowd roared! Rains’ father clapped his hands and yelled, “That’s how we do it, boys! One more out! One more!” 
 
    The players reset. Lankey set up on the pitcher’s mound. The next pitch. The Generals player leaned in looking like he was going to hammer the ball. The player on third base charged home plate. 
 
    Passed ball! 
 
    The ball went to the screen. The catcher snagged the ball and threw it to the pitcher at the plate. The stealing player slid toward home! 
 
    “Safe!” yelled the umpire. 
 
    The crowd erupted again. “Hey, ump! You need glasses?” “Yer killin me!” 
 
    The crowd calmed down but still kept up a steady stream of catcalls. 
 
    The pitch. Crack! Pop fly! The first baseman moved in. The Generals player on third pounded toward home plate! The ball would be foul unless…Yes! The first baseman caught the ball! Third out! 
 
    Jackson ran down the stairs to cheer the Mockingbirds and the first baseman. “Way to go! Way to go!” Jackson screamed. The first baseman looked into the crowd with a wave, then, with a big smile, gave the ball an easy toss. 
 
    Straight to Jackson. 
 
    Jackson’s mother came out of the bedroom wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. She saw Jackson waiting on the couch. “Leave the ball and the glove here,” she said. 
 
    “Aww…” said Jackson. 
 
    “You can hit the playground for a while later if you want, but I have another call this evening. I have the morning off tomorrow; we can play some catch then.” 
 
    Jackson and his mother headed out. The hospital and university were part of an all-in-one community. They left the apartment and followed the path around the wooded area, then stopped at the small garden shop where Sahana selected a bag of soil for delivery to the apartment and charged it to their account. 
 
    “Do you want to go to the playground?” she asked as she bought their ice creams from a man at the stand. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Let’s go exploring!” 
 
    “Exploring it is,” his mother said, smiling. 
 
    They spent the next couple hours wandering through the boundary woods of the park while Jackson climbed over and through the maze of rocks and hunted for crayfish in the small stream that ran through the woods. As the sun dipped lower, motes of light danced through the golden beams reaching toward the low groundcover. 
 
    “Come on, Jackson. Time to go. I can’t be late for my meeting,” she said. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jackson, jumping down from the tree he was climbing. His mother reached for his hand and, taking it, they headed toward the path and home. 
 
    When they entered the apartment, Jackson heard the insistent chime of the comm. His mother glanced at the clock. “They must have started early!” she exclaimed. “Grab a vid, Jackson, I have to run. As soon as I’m done, we can get some dinner.” 
 
    Jackson listened absently as his mother started her call, not really paying attention as he scrolled through the vid menu, until he heard his mother’s voice go shrill. 
 
    “What? Oh, no, no, no, no, no! This can’t be happening. It can’t!” 
 
    Jackson ran to his mother’s office and stopped at the open door. His mother was sitting in her chair, her knees pulled up to her chest. Tears streamed down her face as she stared at an older man on the screen. He had a ruddy complexion and thinning brown hair. It was a sweaty face with no expression, framing colorless eyes above a perfectly tailored suit like a boulder hovering over the edge of a precipice. The name on the image said “Arthwaite Lemberg.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the news has come so late, Mrs. Rains, but we’ve just received the details ourselves,” explained the man. “I’m afraid there isn’t any question, but the mission your husband was on was a total loss. All the mercenaries deployed to that location were killed. We have confirmation from the recovery team that there were no survivors. We at Aces High offer our deepest sympathy for your loss. Our thoughts and prayers are with your family.” 
 
    “Mom!” yelled Jackson, feeling the tears welling up and trying to deny he understood what the man had said. “He can’t mean—It’s not—He’s wrong, Mom! He’s gotta be!” 
 
    Jackson’s mother looked up and started to speak, but no words came. Instead, she simply sat up and opened her arms. Jackson ran to his mother and clung to her, climbing into her lap and crying into her shoulder while she rocked him. 
 
    Sweaty dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief but had the grace to look uncomfortable. “Mrs. Rains, I’m sorry to bring this up now, but there are certain financial considerations we need to address.” 
 
    “We can discuss this later, Mr. Lemberg. I need to see to my son now.” 
 
    “Now, I thought we had agreed you would call me Arthwaite,” Sweaty said. “I’m afraid it can’t wait, Mrs. Rains. You see, I’m required by law to inform you that our review of the mission logs indicates that Benjamin Rains was one of several personnel responsible for the mission loss. Per our standard contract that makes him financially liable for the company’s losses. I’m sure the insurance will take care of a portion of that, but as his spouse you will be liable for the rest.” 
 
    Jackson let out a moan, thinking over and over again of his father, “I wa-want my d-d-daaddyy…” he sobbed. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” his mother said to Sweaty. “Can’t you see…?” 
 
    Sweaty reddened. “Again, I’m sorry, but I really don’t have a choice. I’ve attached the package from our legal team with a detailed accounting. You will be served the official papers in the next few days as a matter of course. All very standard, I assure you. But I thought it best to tell you now. The amount comes to several million credits.” 
 
    “Several million…” said Jackson’s mother. “How on Earth do you get to—” 
 
    “As I said, we’ve sent you a detailed accounting,” he replied. “Normally we would proceed on seizure of assets immediately, but in your case, you have skills as a doctor that would be extremely valuable to the company. We would like you to consider serving out the rest of your husband’s contract. In return, the company would forgive the debt, pay out the balance of the contract, and even agree not to make a preemptive claim on the life insurance.” 
 
    Jackson sniffled. He was still crying, but softly. He whimpered, and his mother squeezed him tightly then released him. “Go clean up, Jackson. We both need to eat something and then we can talk. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Jackson climbed down from her lap and moved slowly toward the door. 
 
    “Not hungry,” he said defiantly. 
 
    “Jackson, please…” His mother’s voice caught. Jackson stopped by the door, his hand trailing along the wall. 
 
    “Please consider, Mrs. Rains, it may sound unusual, but we work with civilian contractors all the time. We can place you at one of our medical facilities to help injured mercenaries. I’m sure your husband would approve! You would be nowhere near combat, completely safe, and it’s an excellent offer.” 
 
    “Mr.—” his mother began. Her voice like ice. 
 
    “Arthwaite,” he interrupted, holding up a hand. “No need to decide now, Mrs. Rains. We know you’ve had a shock. I’ll just send the detail of our offer along for you to review—” 
 
    “But—” she tried to respond. 
 
    “Good evening, Mrs. Rains. And once again, our sincere condolences.” 
 
    “—I’m not a merc,” she finished to an empty screen. 
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    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Good crowd today,” Amos told Greasy, listening with half an ear as the announcer finished working the crowd and sending the hungry ones in his direction. Amos took a spoon and sampled the dish he was working on. He nodded, smiled, then grabbed another spoon and held it out to Greasy. 
 
    “Come an’ taste this.” 
 
    Greasy ambled over, took the spoon, and scooped out a bite. He chewed. Nodded. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He set down the spoon and sipped from his coffee. 
 
    Amos watched Greasy and thought about how things had changed. After Avbo, he’d come home with thoughts of retiring and setting up a restaurant, maybe in the French Quarter. But he’d quickly found that his boys would scatter to the winds if he didn’t find something to keep them busy, and so the Armored Olympics was born. 
 
    “Well?” asked Amos. 
 
    “Too spicy,” said Greasy. 
 
    “The hell you say. I don’ know why I ask you anyways.” 
 
    Never thought we’d wind up with this circus, thought Amos. At first, it had been just the Cajuns running CASPer drills, which drew some attention. The locals had come by to watch. Then they started bringing friends. Bes, ever the sensible one, picked up a lawyer and filed all the paperwork to lock down the idea six ways in four dimensions, and to cover the Cajuns’ six if any of the spectators got on the wrong side of a CASPer. 
 
    Soon, other mercs, either on leave or retired like himself, who still had the bug, would stop by, share tips and tricks, or mount up to relive their glory days. Those who had done well would bring their own machines. Then the paint jobs and the weapons got wilder and wilder. The suits changed from being what the well-dressed merc wore to work into alter egos with personalities all their own. Where a working CASPer might have a stenciled line for each battle it survived, some suits in the Armored Olympics were covered with the stickers of corporate sponsors. 
 
    There was a lot of discussion about setting up league competitions, even some interest from the actual Olympics about making it an official sport. Not the combat exhibitions that were half old school wrestling and half gladiatorial arena, of course, but there were plenty of endurance and marksmanship events that pushed man and machine up to and beyond their limits. Still, the greater interest was in the CASPer pilot as legend. 
 
    The Cajuns now had a half-dozen sponsorships, including one from Binnig, and could run demos and drills in every version of CASPer from the Mk 1 on up to the Mk 6. The fun part was working out all the things a merc had to do that a CASPer was never designed for. The data from the competitions was pure gold, and a dump after each new combination was sent straight to Binnig R&D. They even had a line of action figures. 
 
    Greasy grabbed a napkin and mopped his forehead. “First class grub, Amos, but if you ain’t used to it on the heat scale it falls somewhere between fusion reaction and orbital launch.” 
 
    “You hopeless.” Amos laughed. 
 
    “I’m the very font of hope,” said Greasy unconvincingly. “Speaking of, when are you going to get a real mechanic? Somebody who knows the new stuff?” 
 
    “You doin’ fine.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Amos. I’m good with the antiques Binnig sent us. Hell, they’re even older than I am. But if you’re ever going to head back into combat, you need better support than ol’ Greasy.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it, okay?” said Amos. He thought about their old place, then looked out over the sprawling plantation grounds. 
 
    After a while, there had been enough traffic that they had to look for a place with more room than their old quarters had available. Amos had looked around before deciding to restore the almost-ruins of Sanctuary Plantation. The place had last been refurbished by Bernard Delacroix back in the 2000s, but with the difficulties of the family’s fortunes, he was forced to abandon the project, and Sanctuary was ignored for almost two hundred years. 
 
    Old Bernard had put good foundations into Sanctuary, covering modern materials with a façade of antebellum glory. When the Cajuns had decided to refurbish and expand the old place, there was a lot less work than they thought there would be, and now Sanctuary Plantation had a veneer of old-world charm set over the bones of a state-of-the-art facility. Amos was proud, and a little surprised, at how much they had accomplished in the last few years. There was still a bunch of work to be done to get all the remote sensors placed and online, but they had set aside a lot of the work they would normally do to work on the major buildings and get the Olympics up and running. 
 
    Amos and Greasy both winced at the squeal of springs as the screen door on the porch was thrust open. Amos glanced toward the house. Bes was stalking across the yard toward the cookhouse with a determined expression on her face. That she hadn’t just commed him meant she had something she wasn’t going to take no for an answer on. 
 
    “Lookout, Dews, Miss Bes’ gotta full head o’ steam on, and no mistake,” he said to the bloodhound. Hearing his name, Dewey got up from his bed and came and sat at Amos’ feet, looking hopefully at the counter. 
 
    “I think that’s my cue to go see ol’ Lem about getting some solvent,” said Greasy, topping off his cup and heading for the door. 
 
    “I see how you are.” 
 
    Greasy chuckled. “A wise man retreats when he can’t win.” 
 
    “Only when dat’s an option!” Amos called after Greasy’s retreating back. 
 
    Amos cut a few pieces of andouille sausage for the dog and held them up. Dewey drooled, then cut loose with a thunderous WOOF that Amos was sure could be heard down at the demo grounds. 
 
    “All right. Here you go. I give you too much. You gettin’ fat like ol’ Amos.” 
 
    The door opened, and, before he could say a word, Bes started in. “Amos, I’m looking at the schedule, and I see there are still Olympians on it for Sabine’s Birthday. We can’t have both. You need to change it and change it fast. I told you about dis last week—” 
 
    Amos held up his hands. “Now, Bes—” 
 
    Bes stalked across the kitchen and stood right in front of Amos. “Don’t you ‘now, Bes’ me.” 
 
    “Them on the schedule are here for the party. I cleared the whole week. Those the people Sabine want to invite, I gar-on-tee! Why you so worked up?” 
 
    “What about the surprise? That partner o’ yours gonna make it?” 
 
    “All set up. And the rest are coming, too. This gonna be one to remember.” 
 
    “What about Jac-son? You hear from him?” asked Bes. 
 
    “I do. He said he try. He got a mission, Bes. He not say it, but it sound like things not going right for him. He in it deep. Them Peacemakers, they no just take off when they wa—” 
 
    “If he is, why you no packin’ up to go help? You had one job, Amos. You know how much this mean to her.” Bes poked the air with a finger. 
 
    “Because,” Amos retorted, “Jac-son ain’t one of my boys, Bes. He’s a Peacemaker. You tell ‘im ‘Be True,’ you have to let him be. He know it important, too. He’ll be here if he can.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to him mysel’!” Bes said, turning and slamming the door. 
 
    Amos watched it close behind her. 
 
    Dewey looked from the door back to Amos. “Don’t I know it,” said Amos, giving Dewey another piece of sausage. “Here you be, Dews. Dere might as well one of us be happy.” 
 
    Dewey gave a slight burp, his tail thumping the floor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gorton Station 
 
      
 
    The voices, Rains decided, were far away. Somewhere behind a wall of pain and the ringing in his ears. He tried to open his eyes, then gave it up as a bad job. 
 
    “How’s he doing, doctor?” asked the first voice. He’d heard the voice before. It was one he should remember. 
 
    “The auto-doc says he’ll live, though he may not be happy about it,” said the second voice. It was low and growling and made whatever he was lying on vibrate. 
 
    Rains tried to take a deep breath and open his eyes again. Pain overwhelmed him. He panted a little; short shallow breaths didn’t hurt so much. He tried to ask, “Where am I?” but between the desert in his mouth and the inability to force air past his vocal cords, all that came out was “Whgh’m Agh?” 
 
    “He’s coming around,” said the second voice. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked the first. “That wasn’t some sort of death rattle? We have one missing Peacemaker and another that was just blown up. The last thing we need is the station overrun with Enforcers.” 
 
    “Chief, I may not have much experience with Humans, but I can read my instruments.” 
 
    “If you say so…” said the chief. 
 
    Chief…thought Rains. Chief Barn? Barf? Bosk…? Bosk! That was it. The first voice was Chief Bosk. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, I’m Doctor Ulmesh. Leave your eyes closed for the moment. I’m going to give you some water to sip. Do you understand?” 
 
    “M’hhmgh,” Rains replied. 
 
    He felt something prod at his lips, realized it was some version of a straw, and sipped the cool water. It was the most delicious thing he had ever tasted. The desert retreated. 
 
    “Whaa-t happened?” Rains asked as he tried to sit up. 
 
    “Did I say you could move?” asked the doctor. Rains felt a gentle pressure across his entire chest. Red spots flashed behind his eyelids as pain hit him again. “You were in an explosion and you are in the Gorton Station med center. Your shoulder is dislocated. I need to reset it.” Rains felt gentle paws on his shoulder. “On three, Peacemaker,” said Ulmesh. “One, two—” With a quick wrench, Ulmesh set Rains’ shoulder back into the socket with a wet, grinding pop! “That’s better. Are you in any pain?” 
 
    Rains clenched his teeth and nodded tightly. 
 
    “There, I’ve boosted your pain meds. You have six broken ribs and a severe concussion. Give the nanites time to work.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains—” started Chief Bosk. 
 
    “You,” interrupted the Doctor, “quiet. You can badger my patient in a minute. Make yourself useful and notify his ship that he’s awake so they will quit calling on the hour. 
 
    “Peacemaker,” continued Ulmesh. “I want you to open your eyes. I’ve turned down the lights.” 
 
    Rains felt a weight on him and pushed against the pressure. It didn’t budge. Was he restrained? Rains relaxed, then slowly opened his eyes. An enormous shadow loomed over him. Wide, concerned eyes looked down from a meter and a half away. 
 
    There was, quite literally, an Oogar on his chest. 
 
    “Welcome back, Peacemaker. Now, are you going to lie still and let the nanites work or do I sit on you like a cub?” 
 
    “I’m good,” Rains said weakly and ceased to struggle. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” said the doctor. “You are my guest for the next couple of hours. Once I get you patched up, if you decide to imitate a MAC round again, do it somewhere else. I already have plenty of work.” To Bosk, “Okay, Chief. He’s all yours. Keep it brief. He needs to rest so we can get the bed back.” 
 
    With that, the towering purple figure headed into the next room. Rains and Bosk watched her go. 
 
    “Wow,” said Rains. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” replied Bosk. 
 
    “Tell me what happened, Chief.” Since Dr. Ulmesh mentioned nanite therapy, it made his bones itch everywhere he couldn’t scratch. 
 
    “Not much to tell. Someone planted a bomb in Peacemaker Ravak’s quarters. We are going through the security logs now, but my guess is we will find that Sin’Kura or one of her associates accessed those quarters. The next question is whether it was meant for you or for us.” 
 
    “I would say it was aimed at the Peacemakers or an Enforcer team. There is no way anyone could know who would respond when Ravak didn’t check in. It’s fortunate your people didn’t go in.” 
 
    “And you were damned lucky that armor you people wear is as tough as it is, or you would have been a splatter on the wall instead of leaving a Peacemaker-sized dent in our corridor.” Bosk gave a very Human-like shrug. “So, what’s next?” 
 
    “Next, I see if I can catch up to our friend or get ahead of her somehow,” said Rains. “And you spend a bunch of time you don’t have checking the station for other surprises. How is the station?” 
 
    Bosk looked around and grabbed a stool from the foot of the bed and rested on it. “We’re stable. The worst of the damage is patched, but the repair work is going to take some time. It’ll probably be months before we are back to normal, and there is no telling how much business the station will lose in the meantime. We’ve continued our search of the security records. Sin’Kura and her associates were in the area close to where the explosion first took place. It looks like the F11 storage facility wasn’t the target; that was nearby in the Blood Son annex. There is a chemical signature that matches the explosives used in Peacemaker Ravak’s quarters. If Sin’Kura’s seen on this station again, she is likely to be spaced.” 
 
    Doctor Ulmesh shuffled back in and checked Rains’ data on a slate. “That’s enough for now, Peacemaker. I want you to rest.” 
 
    “But—” said Rains. 
 
    “Wasn’t a request.” She gestured to the door. “Move along, Chief.” 
 
    The Cochkala just shrugged his shoulders and headed for the door. “Contact me when you are done here, Peacemaker.” 
 
    Rains watched him go. He held up his slate. “May I?” Rains asked Ulmesh. 
 
    “If you must,” she replied. “A few hours of sleep would be better.” 
 
    Rains checked in with the ship, then checked through his messages. Thankfully, there were no other Storm Watch reports. Rains continued to scroll, then stopped cold. 
 
    Selector Hak-Chet had responded to his messages about his concerns over Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    “Peacemaker, I have answers to many of your questions that should be discussed in person.” 
 
    There were two final words to the Selector’s message: “Come Home.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    15 Years Ago 
 
    Jackson, Mississippi, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Jackson!” said Ms. Gilson for the third time. 
 
    Jackson looked up with a guilty start, quickly swiping away from the game he was playing and back to the history lesson his class was working on. 
 
    “Sorry, Ms. Gilson.” And he was sorry. Usually, history was one of his favorite subjects, and today they were starting a series on how Earth came into the Galactic Union, but when he had dropped off his homework that morning, he had seen that Ms. Gilson had changed her password and written her new one down on the pad next to her terminal. It had only taken a quick minute to enter it into his slate and find out that the school had a copy of Raknar Pilot loaded on the staff area of the network. It was almost time for lunch, but he had already won six matches. He spared a look for his friend Bobby across the room. Bobby tried to hide a smile and then looked straight ahead, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Pay attention,” she said. “Let’s just see what was so interesting.” Ms. Gilson entered something into her terminal and the remote override notice lit up on Jackson’s slate. Jackson had a sinking feeling as he saw her browse through his use history to the game. “How did…” she asked aloud, then Jackson saw her credentials highlight on his slate. 
 
    “Well, there won’t be any more of that!” she said, giving him an arch look. “Mr. Rains, please stay after the class is dismissed for lunch.” 
 
    There was a general round of “oohs” from the rest of the class. Everyone knew that when Ms. Gilson used your last name you were really going to get it. 
 
    Jackson stared at the screen at the front of the class, watching as the video slowly scrolled past and contemplated his fate. 
 
    It’s not fair, he thought. If they didn’t want us to play, then the game shouldn’t be on the server. Jackson mechanically entered his answers into his slate as the video got to the quiz portion, not really caring if he got any right. 
 
    Things had been really hard since his father had been killed. He and his mother had had a little time after the call from Arthwaite, but soon she had to leave, too. Something about contracts and lawyers and a dozen other things he didn’t understand. 
 
    “Why can’t I go with you?” Jackson had asked his mom for the hundredth time. 
 
    “We’ve been over this, Jackson,” she said quietly. “They don’t have any family housing where I’m going. I have to finish out your father’s contract. If I don’t then we’ll lose everything. If we’re going to have a future, then this is something I have to do.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to go!” he yelled, clinging to her. 
 
    “I don’t want to go either,” she said. “But it’s only for a little while; your father only had a year left, and it’s not that far away,” she had lied, not wanting to explain jump gates to her son. “But I get vacations, and I can come home every few months. We’ll trade videos all the time. In the meantime, Miss Nancy is going to stay here and take care of you and Max for me.” His mother held him tighter. “I need you to be brave. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “I guess,” said Jackson, not meaning it. Fresh tears ran down his cheeks. “Mom? Are you going to die?” he asked, his voice breaking. 
 
    “Hey, now,” she said, wiping his tears away, “of course not! Where did that come from?” 
 
    “But Dad…” 
 
    “Oh, baby. Your Father was a mercenary, his job was dangerous. I’m still going to be a doctor. I promise nothing is going to happen. I’ll be back before you know it! I love you so much!” 
 
    “I love you too, Mom!” 
 
    That was three months ago. Miss Nancy had moved in to take care of him and Max. Jackson really liked her, but she wasn’t Mom. Jackson was still having nightmares, but the videos from his mom helped, and he got to visit with Mr. Prescott, the school counselor, twice a week. His mom was supposed to be back for a visit in a few weeks. Now he was in trouble at school and they would tell Miss Nancy, and maybe even his Mom! 
 
    Jackson stared morosely at Ms. Gilson, trying to figure out how much trouble he was in when she answered her comm. He watched her talk and saw her give a start. She looked…well, not angry. Something else…Sad? She looked at Jackson. “Yes, I understand. I’ll bring him to the office,” she said. 
 
    That’s not good. I must be in more trouble than I thought. 
 
    The history video finished, and Ms. Gilson moved to the front of the class. “All right, that covers part one. Does anyone have any questions?” There weren’t any. “In that case, we are going to break a little early for lunch. Please straighten your desks and then head to the cafeteria. Jackson, I’ll need you to get your things and come with me please.” 
 
    Jackson grabbed his backpack, and, under the pitying stares of his classmates, he put his slate and notebook inside. Bobby stopped by on his way out. 
 
    “Hey, see you at lunch.” 
 
    Jackson glanced at Ms. Gilson. “Dunno, Bobby. Think I screwed up this time…” 
 
    “What’d’you do?” asked Bobby in a whisper. 
 
    “Not now!” hissed Jackson. 
 
    “Comm me tonight! Promise?” 
 
    “If I’m not grounded.” 
 
    Bobby looked skeptical but waved as he headed out for lunch. Jackson started packing his workbooks, but Ms. Gilson shook her head. “You can leave those,” she said. 
 
    Ms. Gilson walked him to the office of the school administrator, Mr. Weatherbee. Mrs. Johnson buzzed them through and nodded to Ms. Gilson. “Go right in, they’re expecting you.” Ms. Gilson opened the door. Inside Jackson saw Mr. Weatherbee, Mr. Prescott, Miss Nancy, and a tall black man he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Miss Nancy held out her arms. “Come here, Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson took a step forward. He looked to Ms. Gilson. “I’m sorry I took your password, Ms. Gilson! I won’t do it again! I promise! I just wanted to play Raknar Pilot!” he said, hoping whatever trouble he was in might be avoided. 
 
    Ms. Gilson reached down and squeezed his shoulders. “This isn’t about that, Jackson. You aren’t in trouble. I have to go now.” Ms. Gilson’s eyes glistened with tears. “Goodbye, Jackson.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Ms. Gilson,” Jackson said, not understanding. 
 
    Miss Nancy pulled Jackson into her lap and gave him a fierce hug. “I’m so, so, sorry Jackson, but we have some bad news. This is David Peters. He’s with Orphan’s Outreach, and he helps children from mercenary families when they’ve lost a parent.” 
 
    Jackson’s world dimmed. He felt weak. He struggled against Miss Nancy’s hug. All he wanted to do was escape. He wanted to run and run and run and run, anywhere. Anyplace but here, before someone said it. Before— 
 
    Mr. Peters knelt to look Jackson in the face. “Jackson, there has been an…accident. I’m sorry, but your mother was killed—” 
 
    “No!” Jackson burst into tears and fought madly to escape from Miss Nancy. Mr. Peters leaned in and applied a med patch to Jackson’s neck. After a few minutes, Jackson quit struggling. He felt numb. 
 
    “Don’t you dare lie to him!” spat Miss Nancy. “There was no accident. That shit company shipped her to a combat zone instead of a safe facility, and the place got nuked!” 
 
    Jackson looked back and forth as the two argued. The edges of his vision were closing in. “Why can’t…” He blinked. Tried again. “Why can’t I stay with Miss Nancy?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t have legal custody,” said Peters, “and she doesn’t meet the requirements to adopt in any case. I’m sorry, Jackson, but I have to take you to our children’s home for the time being. There’s no other option now that you’re an orphan.” 
 
    Orphan. The word replayed over and over in Jackson’s head as the world faded, dropping him into darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gorton System 
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
      
 
    Rains sat back in his chair in the tiny cabin and stretched. His injuries were mostly healed from the nanite therapy Doctor Ulmesh had given him, but the soreness and the itch that came with healing any serious injury kept creeping up on him at odd moments, even though he was expecting it. 
 
    Ulmesh had gently shaken him awake. “At least you had the sense to listen,” she’d said. “You’re through the worst of it. The nanites will continue to work for a few days, then the excess will naturally purge.” 
 
    “Thanks for patching me up, doctor. Anything I need to pay attention to?” Rains asked. 
 
    Ulmesh huffed. “My bill when you get it. You’ve lost some flexibility, so stretch or whatever Humans do to loosen up. It’s going to hurt. Try not to get caught in any explosions in the meantime. You can go now.” 
 
    Rains nodded and headed for the door. “Thanks again.” 
 
    “Peacemaker,” Ulmesh called. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t know why this happened, but a lot of people weren’t as lucky as you were. There is another debt that needs paying. Make sure you collect it.” 
 
    “Count on it,” replied Rains. 
 
    Rains had touched base with Bosk, but the only new information was that the final butcher’s bill was now 86 dead and 19 more missing or presumed dead, 260 injured, and an estimated six million credits in damages, not counting the hijacked freighter and its cargo of F11. 
 
    Jackson had gone back to the Ptolemy and filed an updated emergency report with the guild. This was more than an overdue check-in. Kr’et’Socae’s people had Ravak, had been willing to destroy an entire station to capture her. That meant Jackson needed an Enforcer team on Karma Station, and he needed it now if they wanted to have any chance of saving Ravak. 
 
    Then he responded to Selector Hak-Chet’s message. As much as whatever the Selector had to say to him weighed on his mind, it was going to have to wait. Perhaps with this latest development, the guild would finally decide to honor the threat. 
 
    Before heading to his berth, Jackson had called gate control to get them moving. That hadn’t gone particularly well, either. 
 
    “Gate Control, this is Peacemaker Jackson Rains. I need a priority departure for Karma Station on guild business.” 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, Gate Control. Surely you don’t expect us to—” 
 
    “I do expect you to,” said Rains. 
 
    “Is this an official request from the Peacemaker Guild?” Jackson shook his head but regretted it when his neck and back locked up. He could hear the emphasis of the word Official in gate control’s response. Capitalized Official. Rains wracked his brains for chapter and verse. 
 
    “Gate Control, this is an official request for priority departure to Karma Station pursuant to the agreement between the Peacemaker Guild and the Cartography Guild in subsection 7, clause 6.” 
 
    What’s gotten into them? I don’t have time for a political pissing match. 
 
    “Very well, Peacemaker Rains. Priority departure granted. The next available transit will be in forty-three minutes. Gate Control, out.” 
 
    Rains arched his back over the chair, then twisted slowly left, then right to loosen up the muscles. He thought about finding a spot to do some tai chi, but the thought of trying to focus on that level during transition made his stomach want to heave. 
 
    He thought back to his conversation with Chief Bosk. The Cochkala had a good question about the bomb in Ravak’s quarters. Who had it been set for? There was already plenty of chaos on the station to cover Sin’Kura’s escape. 
 
    “It was set for you,” Vannix said from the end of Rains’ bunk. She looked relaxed, curled up there, but she had a concerned look on her face. Her whiskers twitched. “Better get back to basics, partner. You entered that room like a cadet. Every alarm bell you have should have been ringing.” 
 
    “Still makes no sense,” Rains said. “There was nothing in that room but a go-bag, a uniform, and a picture of Ravak’s family.” 
 
    “Next time save your ribs and go through the wall headfirst! The Human head may well replace diamond as the hardest substance in the uni—” 
 
    “Partner, you aren’t helping.” But there was something…“Oh, shit. The Storm Watch Alert!” 
 
    Rains grabbed his slate and commed Chief Bosk. The Cochkala answered immediately. “Peacemaker Rains, what can I—” 
 
    “Chief, the area next to the F11 storage—what did you call it? The Blood Son Annex? Did any of it survive the explosion?” 
 
    “About half the annex made it. Exposed to hard vacuum. Why?” asked the Chief. 
 
    “What’s usually stored there?” 
 
    “Luxury goods for transport to Bestald. Live food animals mostly, some exotic prey species—” 
 
    “Chief, I need you to go through everything that survived in that annex. Every storage container. Every locker.” 
 
    “That,” said Vannix, “Sounds like a great idea.” 
 
    “What am I looking for?” said Bosk. 
 
    “I’m not certain, but if the lockers were built to hold live animals, then anyone in the area might have taken shelter in one of them when the emergency hit. In any case, I think you should check them all for additional explosives,” Rains said. 
 
    “I’m on it. I’ll update you on what we find.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief.” 
 
    Rains was fairly certain of what Bosk was going to find, but he really hoped he was wrong. 
 
    Rains turned back to Vannix, but the end of his bunk was empty. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    New Orleans 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    The screw hit the top of the metal workbench with a sharp tap and fled into the shadows under one of the cabinets in the workshop. 
 
    “Dagnabbit!” Remmy exclaimed. With his left hand, he held the hatch closed on the light blue-furred Xiq’tal. With his other hand, he scratched around in a cardboard box for another screw. 
 
    “Ya need some help there, Remmy?” Guidry asked from his perch on a shop stool. The condensation on the beer bottle he held slowly dripped onto the concrete. 
 
    “Nah, I got it, cuz.” With a grin he held up another screw and deftly put it into place. He grabbed a small cordless screwdriver and with a couple short whirrs, the hatch was buttoned up. Remmy smiled with satisfaction and activated his pinplants. “Lucille, run a full diagnostic.” 
 
    <<Internal systems or external?>> 
 
    Remmy glanced at the little Xiq’tal. “Both, please.” 
 
    <<Running a full diagnostic. Run time should be about thirty-three minutes.>> 
 
    “Ya puttin’ a lot of effort into a toy.” Guidry took a pull on the beer. “Man, this Abita is still crankin’ out good product. How’d you swing some of this? I thought most of it was gettin’ shipped to the merc bars in Houston?” 
 
    Remmy ran his hand along the short blue fur on the belly of the crab-shaped toy, obscuring the seam of the cover he had just closed. He threw Guidry a sidelong glance. “Ya remember Old Man Lafayette’s daughter?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Guidry got a dreamy look. “Oh, she was really pretty…” He sat up suddenly, his eyes suspicious. “What about her?” 
 
    Remmy held up his hands in mock surrender. “Hold on there, cuz. I’m a friend of hers. She just happens to work in the distribution plant for Abita and is still grateful for what I did for her family back in the day.” 
 
    Guidry took another pull on his beer, then laughed a bit. “I remember when Old Man Lafayette caught you—” 
 
    “Hey, now, no need bringin’ that up. Especially with you drinking my beer.” Remmy picked up his own bottle, and they clinked in a jovial toast. 
 
    Both men laughed. His comm buzzed. He set down his beer and answered. 
 
    “Remmy,” he spoke into the device. He met Guidry’s questioning gaze. “Hello, Bes.” He got a distant look as he listened. “Aw, sure, I can get the cake. Where might it be?” He nodded. Then realized she couldn’t see him. “Ah, I know Cheryl, the owner of Bittersweet Confections.” He took a drink of beer, then almost spit it out. “No! Aunt Bes, I don’t sleep with every woman in New Orleans.” 
 
    Guidry barked a laugh. “She got your number, Remmy Bouchard.” 
 
    Remmy waved him quiet. “I’ll head on over there right now. Don’t you fret none, chere. Goodbye.” He smiled and put the comm back on the bench. 
 
    “Well, I have been summoned for an errand. I am to pick up the cake for the party.” His gaze returned to the Xiq’tal. “This is gonna be quite the event.” He glanced back at Guidry. “You best get afore Amos figures out where you been hidin’.” 
 
    Remmy threw a clean sheet over the toy, grabbed his comm and truck keys, and flicked off the shop light. Once Guidry was out, he closed the garage door. Out in the yard, Burton was playing fetch with a couple of hounds. Each dog would bring a ball and drop it at the Lumar’s feet. He had a ball thrower in three of his hands and the six dogs were constantly moving as he whipped balls out into the long grass. 
 
    “Yo, Burton. I need to head into town. Ya wanna come or stay here?” Remmy asked. 
 
    Burton paused, and soon all six of the dogs were sitting in front of him, tails wagging. “I’m having fun, Remmy. Can I stay?” 
 
    Remmy laughed. “You fine, cher. I won’t be but a moment.” 
 
    Guidry eyed the Lumar. “Man, those pups sure have him trained well.” 
 
    Remmy shrugged. “It keeps him happy. And trust me, you don’t want to see Burton unhappy.” He scratched his neck, remembering the last time Burton had expressed his displeasure. Remmy had to buy the bar owner out, the damage was so extensive. He shook his head. Good thing merc work paid so well. And the bonus was that Remmy now owned a bar in Baton Rouge. He resolved to get over there real soon and see how it was doing. 
 
    Remmy climbed into the tow truck. “Remember, not a word about the toy,” he said to Guidry. “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Quiet as a mouse.” Guidry waved as he got into a utility vehicle and ripped off into the woods. 
 
    The trip into New Orleans proper wasn’t too bad. The local radio twanged out classic songs from Cypress Spring. Remmy sang along as best he could. 
 
    Soon, he was pulling into a lot on Market Street across from the bakery. The place was hopping, full of cute women clad in workout clothes from the yoga studio next door. He waited patiently in line until he got to the counter. The young man greeted Remmy with a smile. “How can I help you, sir?” 
 
    “I’m here to pick up a cake for Bes Leblanc,” Remmy replied. 
 
    “Let me check on that. Anything else? Drink?” the clerk asked. 
 
    “Nah, I’ll just help myself to some water.” Remmy pointed at the water dispenser on the counter by the pastries. 
 
    The clerk nodded, then disappeared into the back. Remmy poured himself a glass of water, the ice in the dispenser scrunching as the level worked down, and he took a long pull. 
 
    “Why, if it isn’t Remington Bouchard,” a sweet voice behind him said. 
 
    Remmy choked, some of the water going down the wrong pipe. A tanned, well-manicured hand passed him a napkin as he sputtered. Regaining his composure, he turned to face her. 
 
    “Charlotte Devereaux, you are going to be the death of me.” Remmy smiled. Charlotte Devereaux was the beauty from Remmy’s high school. The girl everyone wanted to date, but everyone was too intimidated to actually get to know her. Remmy had been in that category until their senior year, when he ran into her at a school dance. The music was playing, and she was out on the floor by herself. Remmy’s friend Larry had always been infatuated with her, and he had tried to get Larry to go talk to her. Larry fled so Remmy took up the challenge and went to dance with Charlotte Devereaux. He learned that she was probably the loneliest girl in the school and became her friend. She had never moved out of New Orleans, but once she started dating one of the artist bad boys from the college, she and Remmy had drifted apart. 
 
    And here she was, standing in a floral print sundress, auburn hair, and sparkling blue eyes crinkled in mischief. “What brings you into the city, Mister Bouchard?” 
 
    “Well, Miss Devereaux, if you must ask, I am here on a noble quest.” Remmy smiled at the faux-formal banter they used to play at so many years ago. Oh, how he missed their endless hours of banter. 
 
    Her interest piqued, she waved at him to continue. “Do tell?” 
 
    “I do have to say, it is nice to see you again,” Remmy said, changing the subject. His heart was running away in his chest. Calm down, son. “Fancy meeting you here. You by yourself?” Remmy looked around. 
 
    “Don’t you change the subject, Remmy.” She put a hand on her hip. He was fascinated how it pulled the cotton tight to her body. She snapped her fingers. “Focus.” 
 
    Remmy turned on his thousand-watt smile. “Why, Miss Devereaux, I am focused…on the most angelic vision of all that is right with the world.” 
 
    She giggled. “Uh huh. You don’t fool me with that charm, Mister Bouchard.” 
 
    Just then, the clerk appeared with a large flat box. The clear plastic in the center showed a white cake with fuchsia lettering. “Your cake, sir.” 
 
    Remmy put the water glass in the bin for used dishes and accepted the cake. He turned to a vacant table, set the box down, and lifted the lid to check it. Charlotte slid up next to him to look at the cake. 
 
    “Happy Birthday Sabine,” Charlotte read, then looked up at Remmy. “Your noble quest?” 
 
    He flushed under her intense scrutiny. “Well, yes. Bes asked me to come pick it up for the party.” He quickly closed the lid, making sure to not damage the cake. 
 
    She tilted her head and pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Is that this weekend? I was wondering what Bes was inviting me over for.” She smiled at Remmy’s surprise. 
 
    “Ah, then I guess I’ll see you there.” He picked up the cake. “I should probably get.” 
 
    His surprise continued when she started walking with him. She darted in front of him and pulled open the large brass and glass door for him. “Why, thank you,” he said, inclining his head. 
 
    She did a slight curtsy and let out a silvery laugh. Man, he missed her. Outside, he spotted an old blue Jeep with big knobby tires. A German Shepherd yipped excitedly from the back. 
 
    “You still have the Jeep, and is that Lafitte?” Remmy said in amazement. 
 
    “Yes, I still have my dad’s Jeep. It is more reliable than any man I know.” Remmy was startled at her bitter tone and shot her a sidelong glance. 
 
    “I hope that isn’t directed at me,” Remmy said softly. 
 
    She gave a rueful laugh. “No, Remmy. Not you.” She turned to him as a thought came to her suddenly. “What are you doing—” 
 
    A loud crash from across the street caused both of them to turn. A disheveled man had fallen into a couple of trash bins, knocking them over. Remmy recognized him from the Olympics. 
 
    “Ah hell, Lem. What have you gotten into?” Remmy said softly. 
 
    “You know him?” Charlotte asked, astonished. 
 
    Remmy sighed. “Yeah, and I should go help him.” He turned to head across the street. 
 
    “Remmy—” He stopped. “Um…good luck with your friend,” she said weakly. He nodded. 
 
    “It was good to see you, too.” Remmy watched as she got into the Jeep and drove off. For a moment, Remmy stared after her until a noise behind him brought him back to the present. 
 
    “Hang on, Lem,” Remmy said, sliding the cake onto the hood of the truck. Then he helped the man out of the gutter and got him back onto his feet.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Hyperspace 
 
      
 
    The Ptolemy left Gorton Station and headed for Karma. Rains slept through the entirety of the first day in transit, got cleaned up, had a quick bite to eat, and caught up to Bev and Thomas in one of the cargo spaces. Bruno was suspended in a framework of cargo bungees attached to the hard points of the CASPer and a series of small cargo winches. 
 
    “What on Earth are you two doing?” Rains asked. 
 
    “You don’t like our test rig?” Bev replied. “It was Captain Cargill’s idea. The bungees keep Bruno suspended in zero G and provide resistance. We can vary the resistance by adjusting the different strands with the winches.” Bev adjusted the controls, and Rains could see the bungees increase or decrease tension. “Of course, it works better when we have our test pilot.” 
 
    “All right, all right, I can see where this is going,” said Rains and climbed into the CASPer. 
 
    “Bruno likes you,” Bev teased. “Thomas and I don’t get nearly as good results as you. On the bright side, we’re almost done. The haptic calibration is solid, and we’ve been able to eliminate the interference from the C&C module.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Thomas chimed in. “As a command net package, the C&C capabilities would be a big help. I don’t know who designed them, but other than the hardware problems, the computer package is top notch.” 
 
    “Okay, Peacemaker, start out slow. Button him up, and we’ll take him through his paces.” 
 
    Jackson sealed up Bruno, and his eyes adjusted to the illumination as the enhanced Tri-V displays came up. For a moment, he was back on Snowmass facing Thraff in Deathangel before Lucille had taken over and cut his strings like a puppet. Lucille provided a safety net, but she made him nervous too. I need to be able to depend on my own skills. 
 
    “Ready, Jackson?” asked Bev. 
 
    “Ready.” Time to focus and stop wool gathering. 
 
    Rains ran through the simple range-of-motion exercises they performed at the beginning and end of each test. He then started into his tai chi forms, as well as he was able considering the CASPer’s lack of flexibility. The process got smoother as they repeated it. 
 
    “Okay, that’s good! We’re going to try increasing tension through a few of the moves,” said Thomas. 
 
    “Hey, Ned, you see that?” asked Bev. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s another subsystem in there. Why didn’t we see that before?” 
 
    “Jackson, I want you to bring the jets online at their lowest setting.” 
 
    Rains nudged the flight controls and small ports opened in Bruno’s armor. Jets sparked to life, slamming the CASPer into the frame, snapping the bungees, and sending the mech bumping around the bay. Inside Bruno, Rains fought the controls. The Tri-V displays changed configuration. A banner read, “Assault Mode Engaged.” Rains snapped off the jet controls and Bruno stabilized with a burst of micro-jets, hovering for a moment before settling onto the deck and activating magnets in the CASPer’s boots. 
 
    Rains popped the hatch. “Is everybody okay?” 
 
    Bev and Thomas were hugging, spinning like idiots. 
 
    “Wooooo hoooo!” Bev yelled. “Did you see that? Did you?” 
 
    “I saw a glitch about kill you two. What are you going on about?” asked Rains. 
 
    “Remember we told you Bruno had oversized jets? Extra recoil compensators on the MACs? That he was a freight train?” Bev asked. 
 
    “Yes, I remember most of that,” Rains said cautiously. 
 
    “We thought it was an extended hover mode or maybe for rapid response. It wasn’t. There’s a whole subsystem we missed because it never activated when we were testing on the ground.” 
 
    “He’s not a freight train?” asked Rains. 
 
    “In a gravity well, he absolutely is, but that wasn’t what he was made for. In zero G, Bruno is an artist! A dancer!” Bev exclaimed, her excitement clearly showing. 
 
    “Very poetic. You two have been around Cargill too long. Someone want to tell me what that means?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Bruno,” said Bev, drawing it out, “was designed and optimized for zero G.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As they cleared the emergence area, Rains nodded to Cargill. 
 
    “Scanning the system now,” he said. Technically, pinging away with active sensors was bad manners; it tended to make people jumpy. Rains didn’t care. If the Ortalis was here, he wanted to know about it now. 
 
    Cargill shook his head. Nothing. 
 
    “Keep looking,” Rains said. 
 
    “Emergence Control to Ptolemy, you are instructed—” 
 
    Jackson had had enough of the Cartography Guild. “This is Peacemaker Jackson Rains aboard the Ptolemy. I’m in Karma System investigating a potential threat to Karma Station. You are ordered to respond with any information you may have on the freighter Ortalis. My credentials are attached along with the pertinent contract sections.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Peacemaker. Gate transit transcripts for the Ortalis are forthcoming.” 
 
    Vannix looked at Jackson from the reflection of one of the consoles. “Have you considered entering a system and not screaming ‘I’m here?’ You might have fewer surprises that way.” 
 
    Rains’ shoulder and ribs reminded him she was probably right, but it was too late now. He’d have to do better down the road. 
 
    He repeated his message, this time to Karma Station. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, please be advised we are currently involved in a salvage operation regarding the Ortalis. The ship is derelict. There are no crew or passengers aboard. Looks like it’s been stripped of cargo.” 
 
    “Got it.” Cargill pointed to a new indicator on the display. “Edge of the system.” 
 
    “No crew, Karma Station?” Rains asked. 
 
    “No one, Peacemaker Rains. The ship is empty.” 
 
    “Karma Station, your salvage is acknowledged. Please pull your crews off until the ship has been searched for explosives. Until such search is made and confirmed do not bring the Ortalis near the station.” 
 
    “Copy, Peacemaker. Welcome to Karma Station. Do you need docking instructions?” 
 
    “Affirmative, Karma. Thanks for the welcome,” said Rains. 
 
    That was it, thought Rains. Sin’Kura must have had a ship waiting. They transferred the F11, abandoned the ship, and probably spaced the crew. The question is, did they take Peacemaker Ravak with them or… 
 
    The answer came the next day in a message from Chief Bosk. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains.” The Cochkala looked haggard, fur unkept. Haunted. 
 
    I know that look. Rains braced for bad news. 
 
    “We conducted a search as you requested. No explosives were found. I’m sorry to report that we found the remains of Peacemaker Ravak in one of the lockers. We also located two Besquith pups in an adjoining locker. Peacemaker Ravak tore out her own fur and forced her body against the partition to prevent the air from escaping the compartment where the pups were. She died saving them. Doctor Ulmesh says the pups will make a full recovery. I’ve attached the reports. I’m not sure what kind of monster you are chasing out there, Peacemaker, but when you catch them, I hope you make it hurt. Bosk Out.” 
 
    Rains closed his eyes and tried to force the guilt away. There was nothing else I could have done. He put together a message to the Peacemaker Guild to have the pups picked up as soon as possible and locate Ravak’s mate. That information should be in her file, he thought. Rains tagged the message priority and copied Hak-Chet, then sent a reply to Bosk letting him know what to expect. He included a hefty credit transfer. The least I can do is cover anything they need until we can pick them up. We need to take care of our own. 
 
    He thought about what Bosk had said. “I hope you make it hurt.” 
 
    “I hope so, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    Sabine aimed the little boat, full throttle, toward the group of blue crabs basking in the sun at the base of one of the bald cypresses. It had rained the night before, and the smell of fresh water and wet grass filled the air at Sanctuary. 
 
    “I’m gonna get you, Xiq’tal!” Sabine yelled. As the boat came closer, she turned the craft abruptly, spraying the crabs with a long rooster tail of water, sending them scurrying into the bayou. Then she turned the boat back toward the nearer shore. Her stuffed crab Sebastian was riding the bow of the craft, its claws tucked under a strap as if holding on for dear life. 
 
    “Now, Sabine, you gonna get Sebastian all wet again, and we’ll be all day tryin’ to get that smelly water out o’ him,” Bes scolded from behind her. “You bring him in now, you heah?” 
 
    “Okay, Nana Bes. Me an’ Sebastian are holding off a Xiq’tal invasion,” Sabine said, moving the controls on the remote to bring the toy boat into a soft landing on the beach where she was standing. 
 
    “I see that,” said Bes. “Your Daddy would be proud! You are growin’ up so fast.” Bes watched as the willowy girl unfastened Sebastian from the boat, then ran toward her, red hair flying in all directions. Bes brushed the hair from Sabine’s wide, brown eyes. “You spendin’ too much time in the sun; you’re gettin’ all freckled! I remember my Louie was da same way; brown as a nut.” Bes pulled Sabine in for a quick hug. “Soon you be taller than your Nana,” she murmured into the top of Sabine’s wild mane. Bes held up a handful of red hair. “Ms. Marcy be here. You still sure ‘bout this?” 
 
    Sabine broke out in a huge smile. “She’s here? I’m sure!” 
 
    Bes smiled at Sabine’s excitement. “Well den, why don’ you let me have Sebastian and run along to the house. She’s waitin’ for you on da porch. I’ll be along presently.” 
 
    Sabine hugged Bes again, then pushed Sebastian into Bes’ arms. “Thanks, Nana. You’re the best!” Sabine took off for the house at a dead run. 
 
    Bes watched her go, then walked past the arena grounds. Four Olympian CASPers holding poles supporting a canvas pavilion had been parked in the open area in front of Amos’ cook house. Tables beneath the pavilion were decorated in blue and silver, waiting for the party guests to arrive. A banner that read “Happy Birthday Sabine!” was stretched between Black Widow and Sandman. 
 
    Greasy waved. He had popped the maintenance hatch on Black Widow and was pointing out various modifications to Bev DiMara and Ned Thomas. Snatches of their conversation drifted across the dining area. 
 
    “The nanotube web spins out of this capacitor disk when it’s fired, very thin and light. When the capacitor hits the target, it discharges though the web and puts a beat down on electronics. All our stuff is shielded with a grounding circuit,” Greasy said. 
 
    Bev nodded. “But how do you compensate for…” 
 
    Bes smiled and waved back, but there was no way she wanted to get involved in that conversation. Greasy would talk your ear off about those machines, and Bev and Ned were two more peas in the same pod. It was nice that Jackson had brought friends down, and they seemed like good people. 
 
    She headed toward the cookhouse. Amos, as usual, was bustling about the kitchen. He took the lid off a sizzling pan and scooped something fried into a bowl. “I sure hope you invited enough folks, Bes. Sabine’s got me cookin’ for an army.” Amos laughed. He flipped new hunks of battered meat into the pan, and Bes heard the sizzle as a wave of spices reached her on the steam. Her mouth watered. 
 
    “Is dat gator?” she asked. 
 
    “Sure is,” said Amos, lifting a towel and presenting a bowl of golden-brown nuggets. “I’m trying a new recipe. Breaux and Fontenot caught ‘im yesterday.” Bes took a nugget, blew on it to cool it, then popped it into her mouth, savoring the crunch of the batter and the juice of the perfectly cooked meat. 
 
    “Ooh, dat good Amos,” Bes said. “You don’t cook gator for my birthday.” 
 
    “That cause you don’t ask.” He laughed. “Plus, we’d need a fire team on standby for your cake.” He grinned. 
 
    Bes tucked Sebastian under one arm and snagged a handful of steaming gator from the bowl before turning toward the open door, munching. “You keep talkin’, Mr. Delacroix. You gotta sleep sometime.” 
 
    Dewey looked up and whined hopefully from his bed as Bes walked by. Amos grinned at the old dog. “You can’t sneak up on me, Bes, I have a ferocious guard dog to protect me.” Bes tossed the dog a bit of gator. Dewey made happy, slobbery chewing noises. 
 
    “Aw, Bes, gator make ‘im fart,” he complained. 
 
    “Serves you right,” Bes replied, tossing Dewey another bite on her way out. Dewey turned to Amos hopefully. 
 
    “Traitor,” Amos said. “Sold out for my own cooking.” 
 
    Bes continued her tour of the grounds. The boys had gone all-out, and colored streamers and birthday decorations lined all the walkways and buildings. In a few hours, the guests would arrive and Sabine would make her grand entrance. Sabine was convinced that she would grow up to be an Olympian, a merc, or, lord help them, a Peacemaker. One of the main reasons she was desperate for her uncle Jackson to be at her party was to wheedle him into sponsoring her for the Peacemaker Academy. Bes just hoped she could somehow get Sabine aimed at a safer profession. 
 
    Bes passed the CASPer maintenance bays; the old shed’s exterior was just the entrance. Like most of Sanctuary, the true facilities were underground. There were bays for the four Olympian CASPers and two shiny new Mk 8s the Cajuns maintained for practice and real demonstrations. Bes would never tell Amos, but she wasn’t fond of this Olympian business. It paid well, but it was too full of rich kids playing with expensive toys, not the honest work the Cajuns used to do. Not what her Louie died doing. 
 
    She caught a whiff of an acrid chemical smell. Looking into a maintenance bay she saw there was a disheveled closet in the back with a bunk and a rundown dresser. An old-style still filled the rest of the room, and it was from there the smell came. She wrinkled her nose. Old Lem was another of their strays, one of Greasy’s, but so far as she knew the only thing the man was good for was distilling a rank moonshine the boys mostly used to clean machine parts. 
 
    She stretched and looked around at the grounds. “Everything’s ready. This is gonna be a good time.” 
 
    Alarms blared as three pillars of fire arched across the sky toward Sanctuary. 
 
    “No!” Bes screamed, and ran toward the house. 
 
    Amos bolted from the cookhouse yelling orders. “Greasy, heat up the standby units! Breaux, Guidry, mount up!” 
 
    Amos passed her, aiming for the bays. 
 
    “What’s going on, Amos!” 
 
    “You’ll know when I know, Bes. Get everybody to the shelter!” 
 
    The whine of machinery filled the air as Sanctuary’s formidable defenses deployed. Hidden weaponry emerged from the landscape around the plantation and tracked the intruders. The façades of old stumps and birdhouses slid aside to reveal lasers, auto-MACs, and micro-missile pods. 
 
    Amos rounded the corner of the maintenance shed and ran full-tilt into Babette running the other direction. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    Amos thought furiously. There was no time for BC to reverse course. 
 
    “Grab Widow, BC. Breaux and Guidry will be on deck as fast as they can,” Amos said. 
 
    “Roger that!” BC ran for her Olympian mech. 
 
    Bes reached the porch. Sabine was party-ready. She had received Rains’ gift early, a Peacemaker uniform with the badge conspicuously absent, and a wide belt with a laser targeting pistol. Their friend Marcy had removed Sabine’s long hair and given her a spiky pixy cut that added years to the girl’s age. Both were looking through the door trying to see what was going on. 
 
    “Sabine, get to the shelter, and take Marcy with you!” 
 
    Bes turned to yell at Amos just as the three inbound trails of smoke and flame resolved into three CASPers. They each landed with a precision, superhero three-point landing in the center of the arena. Theme music blared from the external speakers of the trio as they made their grand entrance. 
 
    The lead CASPer, white with gold trim and exaggerated pauldrons that extended into shoulder mounted lasers, raised both arms as if playing to a full arena. 
 
    “Oh yeah!” it roared. “ROMEO BRAVO is in the HOOOUUSSEE!” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sabine squealed. “It’s Race Romero in Romeo Bravo, and he brought Junkyard and Divot with him!” She shot out of the house, straight for the three newcomers. 
 
    “Sabine! You git back here this instant!” Bes yelled futilely. 
 
    Black Widow was on the move as Guidry and Breaux charged out of the bay in their Mk 8s. The group flanked Amos. 
 
    Bes watched as Amos input commands into his slate, and heard the defenses power down. 
 
    “I’m gonna kick Junkyard’s ass. He know better than that!” Amos fumed. “Nolan Reynolds! You get outta dat rust bucket afore I decide to turn the guns back on!” 
 
    The group watched as Race Romero lifted Sabine onto Romeo Bravo’s shoulder. 
 
    “Can I shoot him?” asked BC. 
 
    Amos stalked toward the three CASPers and growled over his shoulder, “I’m thinkin’ on it. I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma System 
 
      
 
    Sin’Kura strode past the pair of Torvasi guards. They stood still, their thick muscular arms crossed in front of them, and followed the Sirra’Kan’s movement with only their eyes. The Torvasi, bipedal and humanoid with dark gray to black skin, had many of the same characteristics as Humans, though their faces were shaped slightly different, which lent an exotic flair to the race. The two wore matching brown uniforms with equipment belts that bore all manner of items, including a holster for an exceptionally large handgun. These Torvasi had been with her since she returned from the Peacemaker prison. 
 
    Sin’Kura turned on a communications console. It flickered to life with an angry hiss, and within moments the image of a male Equiri flashed on the screen. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “Kr’et’Socae, the shipment has been arranged and ve are ready for phase three,” Sin’Kura said demurely. Kr’et’Socae was the only being the guards had seen Sin’Kura defer to. 
 
    “Very well. You may proceed,” he said and cut the transmission. 
 
    They watched as Sin’Kura stood staring at the now-dark monitor and tapping her lips with a finger. She shook herself then looked at the Torvasi. Her left eye glowed yellow. “Let’s go shopping,” she said with a feral grin and stepped lightly through the hatch. 
 
    The two guards glanced at each other nervously. Considering what happened last time, the two knew yellow was not a good color. The left one shrugged to his counterpart as they followed their mistress out of the room. The corridors of the ship were deserted; the crew were at their stations. Sin’Kura made her way to the bridge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gendrus 
 
      
 
    When Sin’Kura boldly strode onto the bridge, the captain involuntarily squeaked. While the Bakulu were one of the thirty-seven mercenary races, the giant slugs were excellent pilots and not known for bravery in the face of apex predator races like the Besquith or Sirra’Kan. Right then he wished he had listened to his mother and taken the job ferrying tourists to Azure. 
 
    “Captain Lakanto, we can leave for Sol System.” Her eye glowed a bright yellow. “Your factor on Earth, this…Ellison Hatfield will do the needful?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, mistress. Ellison has always been reliable. Everything will be as you requested.” 
 
    “That is good. I would hate to find another target for my wrath.” Sin’Kura smiled broadly so Captain Lakanto saw her pointed fangs. 
 
    “Yes, mistress. It is done.” Lakanto shuddered at the memory of what she had done to his first officer. When she left the bridge, he sagged into his chair in relief. 
 
    “Prepare hyperspace shunts and set course for Earth,” he told the bridge crew. He understood why they had been as quiet as a vontoo in a demrak nest while Sin’Kura was there. He hated being the only one to interact with Sin’Kura. He triggered the intercom. “Prepare for departure in five minutes.” He resolved to look into that tourist job if he made it out of this contract alive. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Juarez, Mexico, Earth 
 
      
 
    The 95° heat of the day was sweltering, and the cool of the mostly empty warehouse was welcoming. Though she had grown up on a jungle planet, Sin’Kura wasn’t built for this kind of direct heat; she was a creature of the shadows. As such, she stood perfectly still, wrapped in an elSha-manufactured hooded robe. Its nanofibers were designed to capture light, making her nearly invisible in the shadows. The blazing light from outside flared through the door as it opened, and the last group arrived. 
 
    “Y’all stand over there, to the side,” ordered one man, pointing. 
 
    Ellison Hatfield was making a name for himself among the criminal organizations of the Galactic Union. On Earth, he catered to a wide variety of clients as a fixer and a broker for muscle for hire. 
 
    “None of your games, Hatfield,” said a blond man with icy blue eyes. “Where’s the client? You said nothing about other contractors!” 
 
    “Relax, Yakov,” Hatfield said in an exaggerated drawl that was pure West Virginia. “Don’t I always deliver? This one’s special, and the client needs more than regular muscle. All y’all will get what’s comin’ to you.” 
 
    Once they settled, Sin’Kura spoke. “Now you are all here, we may begin.” 
 
    Her words startled several members of the three different groups before her. 
 
    She stepped into the light and heard a soft “Madre de Dios!” from the group on her right. She surveyed the groups, each made up of fifteen men. 
 
    “You are here to fill out a working team. There is something I want and you will help me get it,” Sin’Kura stated. 
 
    There was some stirring at that. Sin’Kura smiled at their nervousness. These three groups were the apex predators in their regions of the world. 
 
    She pointed to the center group’s leader, a tall dark-skinned man dressed in a traditional galabiya. “You are al-Daib, the most successful of the Somali pirates.” He inclined his head. The other Somalis were lean and hard from years of operating on the Indian Ocean. A couple were even as dark as Sin’Kura. They eyeballed the groups on either side. 
 
    She moved her arm to the newly arrived group on her left. They were burly Caucasian men, bearded and wearing a mixed array of utility jumpsuits and pseudo-military garb. “You are Yakov Smirnov of the Ukrainian Syndicate. I saw the Tri-V of what you did to the Politsiya. It was…enthusiastic, which I can appreciate.” 
 
    She turned to the last group. They were all dark haired and dark eyed except for their leader. He had dark hair and pale eyes that almost shone in the dim light. There was nothing exceptional about their mode of dress, designed so they could blend into any crowd. “You are Hector Ramirez of the Bimbo Boyz, the local crew loosely affiliated with one of the Mexican cartels. I’ve been told you are the ones brought in to do the really dirty jobs.” 
 
    “You know us. Who are you?” someone asked from the Ukrainian group. 
 
    Sin’Kura pushed back the hood of her robe and turned to regard the left-hand group. Her eye glowed orange. There were several sharp intakes of breath and one “chingas tu alienigena,” which made her smile and her eye shift to yellow. 
 
    Her Torvasi bodyguards, also wearing the el-Sha light-absorbing clothing, now stepped forward, which made it seem as though they suddenly appeared in front of the unaugmented Humans. Several of the hardened criminals stepped back at the sight of the two massively built Torvasi. 
 
    Hector Ramirez held his ground. “We aren’t mercenaries to go off-world and fight alienigena, Señora.” He spread his arms and gestured to his crew. “We are very capable here in Juarez.” 
 
    Sin’Kura calmed herself, which caused her eye to shift back to orange. “You won’t be going off-world. What I need is here on Earth. You will be fighting other Humans.” She raised her voice a little to address everyone. “How you like that?” 
 
    That seemed to placate some of the assembled men and excite the others. 
 
    Sin’Kura narrowed her eyes. “I don’t need all of you, so let’s do this,” she said. “You, you, and you.” She pointed at a man from each group. “Come up here. The rest of you back up and give them room.” Everyone moved, and soon there was a ring around the three humans. They all looked at Sin’Kura expectantly. 
 
    “We are going to have tryouts.” She held a hand out to one of her guards and he gave her a long knife made from a strange blue-green metal. She looked at the knife then tossed it at the feet of the men. It landed on the concrete with a tinny clatter. “I only need two teams.” Her eye flashed red. “If you survive, your teams will get rich.” 
 
    The three men looked at each other, then glanced at their leaders. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time for this. Let’s go.” Sin’Kura barked at them. 
 
    The Somali man dove for the knife.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    Remmy leaned out of the truck’s cab to press the intercom’s call button. After a few minutes, the intercom crackled to life. 
 
    “Hello, y’all lost?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s Remmy. Can you let me in?” he asked. 
 
    “Remmy? Why don’t ya click on in?” the voice asked. It was garbled enough that Remmy couldn’t decide who was actually speaking. 
 
    “I left it at the shop,” Remmy explained. “Buzz me through.” 
 
    After a long moment, the gate opened. 
 
    “‘Bout time,” Remmy said quietly to Burton. 
 
    “Are there dogs here?” Burton asked. He was lounging in the passenger seat, both of his right arms hanging out the truck’s window. 
 
    Remmy glanced at Burton. “Don’t fret none. There are a couple hounds layin’ about, I’m sure.” He eased the truck into gear and rumbled down the gravel track, tires crunching. 
 
    They parked with the other vehicles along the side of the house. From the various trucks, rumblers, and dirt bikes, it appeared some of the Cajuns and Olympians had already arrived. “Can you grab the present, Burton?” he asked as he swung out of the cab. 
 
    “Yes, Remmy,” the big Lumar replied. 
 
    Remmy spotted Bes talking with Amos and Greasy by the shop, so he angled that way. Burton followed, carrying a large gray box topped with a giant pink bow. 
 
    “Remmy! Good t’see ya.” Greasy greeted them as he came up to the group. 
 
    “Greasy.” Remmy nodded, then turned to the other two. “Amos. And, Bes, what did you do with your hair? You’re prettier than a Pontchartrain Sunset,” he said, kissing Bes on the cheek. 
 
    She playfully swatted him on the arm, pleased at the compliment. “You silvered-tongued devil.” 
 
    Remmy smiled and looked around. “Where’s Sabine?” he asked. “I have her present.” He hooked a thumb at the box. 
 
    “She’s down at the tent.” Amos pointed at the large canvas structure near the gaming field. “Did you get it done?” he asked, looking at the box the Lumar was carrying. 
 
    “Oh yes. And it checks out, surprises and all,” Remmy said with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “What kind of surprises?” Bes asked. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    Remmy laughed lightly. “Don’t you worry yourself, chere. You’ll see soon enough.” He headed toward the tent, Burton in tow. 
 
    The grasshoppers chirped in the long grass next to the pavilion. As Remmy rounded the side, he saw tables and chairs set up inside to face the field beyond, providing a fantastic view of the arena, mechs, derelict vehicles, dead appliances, and all. Sabine was sitting on one of the chairs watching the antics on the far side of the arena as a couple of the Olympians got their CASPers ready for the games. 
 
    “Remmy!” Sabine squealed with delight and leapt up into his arms. He grunted at the assault. 
 
    “For a little thing you sure have a fierce hug.” He set her down and said, “I have something for you.” Remmy pointed at the package. 
 
    Burton set the box down so Sabine could look it over. She fingered the bow, then looked over her shoulder at Remmy. 
 
    “Can I open it?” she asked, her wide-eyed expression hopeful. 
 
    Remmy grinned. “Absolutely, chere.” 
 
    He watched as she tried to decide the best way to open the box. Finally, shoulders set, she reached out a hand to one of the ribbons’ ends that made up the bow and gave it a firm yank, quickly unraveling the monstrosity. She gingerly pulled out the front edge of the box and opened the lid. 
 
    Birds erupted from the nearby trees, startled by the shriek that emanated from the little girl at the sight of what was in the box. She hurriedly reached in and lifted out the pale blue Xiq’tal, turned, and gingerly deposited it on the grass. 
 
    “Ohmygodhessocute!” she exclaimed, her eyes shining. “What’s his name?” 
 
    Remmy smiled. “Well, this here was named after his real-life counterpart.” 
 
    “‘Bastian!” she cried in glee. At the sound of his name, the miniature Xiq’tal got up on his legs and his eye stalks waved around until they oriented on Sabine. He walked over to her, clicked his primary claw twice, then held his arms up to Sabine. 
 
    “What does he want?” she asked Remmy out of the side of her mouth as she watched the little toy. 
 
    “He wants you to pick him up.” 
 
    Hurriedly, Sabine bent down and lifted ‘Bastian up. It buzzed lightly in her arms. “Oh, he buzzed!” she said. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means he’s happy. He can do other things, too. Set him down, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Sabine reluctantly set the Xiq’tal down, then looked expectantly at Remmy. 
 
    “Ask him to play music,” Remmy said gently. 
 
    “‘Bastian, play music.” OK-POP blared from the little creature so loudly that Remmy clapped his hands over his ears. Sabine threw her hands up in the air, her scream lost in the music as she danced around. ‘Bastian was obviously enjoying the impromptu concert. 
 
    Remmy reached over and forced the left eyestalk down and the volume immediately dropped to a non-ear shattering level. 
 
    “You knew my favorite band! BlueNabi is the best group that came out of New Seoul on Mars, don’t you think?” 
 
    The guys working across the field catcalled and hooted at Remmy. He waved back with a grin. “I thought you might like them.” 
 
    Sabine clapped. “What else can he do?” she asked. 
 
    “When it gets dark, tell him to do a light show,” Remmy told her. “His fur is actually fiber optic filaments, and he can change colors and do up a light projection to the music. Your own private disco whenever you want one.” 
 
    Sabine threw her arms around Remmy’s neck and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you so much! I love him.” She let go and turned to her new friend. “Come on, ‘Bastian, let’s go tell Nana Bes!” She took off at a run and the little Xiq’tal rocketed off after her, easily keeping up with the exuberant eleven-year-old. 
 
    “I think she likes it,” Burton said, laughing as the pair followed her back up to the shop. 
 
    They entered the shop just in time for more of the brain-screeching sounds of BlueNabi. Remmy rescued the group by quickly repeating the left eye stalk volume decrease. “I built that in because voice commands are useless at that volume,” Remmy explained to the group. 
 
    “Goodness, that can get loud,” Bes said. 
 
    “Isn’t it great, Nana Bes? I can’t wait to show all my friends,” Sabine gushed. The girl danced around ‘Bastian and Bes for several minutes to the quieter music still coming from the toy. The adults watched her with smiles until Bes interrupted the impromptu recital. 
 
    “Sabine, why don’t you set out the plates and cups before your friends get here? They should be arriving any minute,” Bes said. 
 
    Sabine barked, “C’mon ‘Bastian!” The pair ran off to the pavilion. 
 
    “That be quite the present, Remmy,” Amos observed. “What all can it do?” 
 
    Remmy took a deep breath, ready to launch into everything he had put into the critter when Bes cut him off. 
 
    “Remmy, I just got a call from Miss Charlotte Devereaux. She’s having car trouble. I was wonderin’ if you would be a dear and go fetch her to the party?” Bes said mildly. 
 
    That caught Remmy off guard. He glanced around at the old house, the shop, and toward the pavilion. “Um…I think I can manage that.” He shook himself, then smiled at Bes. “I’d be delighted. C’mon, Burton.” 
 
    “Remmy?” Bes asked. “I’m gonna need Burton here.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Remmy said and headed off to his truck. 
 
    Amos looked at Bes. “Car trouble? With that Jeep? It’s darn near bullet proof.” 
 
    “You hush, now. Don’t you have set up to do?” she asked the two men and Burton, then returned to the house without waiting for an answer. 
 
    Burton spied the dogs lounging in the shade and a ball thrower propped on a nearby table. “I’ll be over there,” he said, grabbing the thrower and ambling over to the dogs. Once they saw him, they jumped up and pranced around the Lumar. They knew fetch was on. 
 
    Guests and Olympian hopefuls arrived over the next half hour. There were children gathered at the edge of the field and three of the seven CASPers were seeing who could drag a derelict school bus the furthest and fastest. Several of the party goers were cheering them on. 
 
    Fireflies started dancing along the edges of the party, their antics adding to the atmosphere. 
 
    The intercom buzzed several times. 
 
    “That’s probably Remmy; buzz him in,” Amos yelled to Abel Guidry, who was closest to the intercom and gate controls. 
 
    Guidry pressed the Open button, then headed for more gumbo. 
 
    The staccato sound of gunfire rocked the party to silence. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
    The Ptolemy settled into its assigned orbit and awaited the Peacemaker shuttle. Rains was looking forward to seeing Selector Hak-Chet again. There was a lot he needed to discuss with the selector, mainly to do with his misgivings about the way the Peacemaker Guild was, or rather wasn’t, handling the threat of Kr’et’Socae, but also about himself. Rains was having real concerns about whether he belonged in the Peacemakers, even more so since Vannix had died. Hak-Chet was a mentor to Jackson. He was an easy being to respect, if not an easy one to like. Jackson had to question if Hak-Chet might have made a mistake in selecting him. 
 
    Clunk. The shuttle sealed to the airlock. The only good thing to happen in the last few weeks was that Rains would be able to attend Sabine’s birthday party. 
 
    Rains turned to Bev and Thomas. “I’ll meet you two at Sanctuary this afternoon.” 
 
    Bev smiled. “You sure it isn’t going to be a bother?” She looked at Thomas. “We hate to intrude.” 
 
    “Well, you did just come all the way to Earth with me so we could work the kinks out of Bruno, not to mention Amos and Bes would skin me alive if I didn’t bring you down. In addition to getting some new converts to his cooking, I would guess Amos’ head technician for the Armored Olympics has been bending his ear about consulting with CASPer techs with field experience on the Mk 7 and Mk 8 CASPers. I’d say you were heaven-sent,” said Rains. 
 
    Thomas nodded. “He already sent us some of the specs. We’re looking forward to seeing the modifications they’ve made to the older CASPers. Some of ‘em have as much as a six percent boost in power utilization and—” 
 
    Rains held up his hands in surrender. “You can try to explain it to me later,” he said. “I’ll see you there. One more thing, if you want to be able to taste anything afterward, don’t let anyone convince you to taste Cajun sauce.” 
 
    He climbed aboard the shuttle and nodded to the young woman in her crisp blue uniform. She had the kind of smile that had “eager beaver” written all over it. “Welcome aboard, Peacemaker Rains. I’m Tia Clayton.” She led him into the shuttle. “You’re my only passenger, so you can take your pick of seats or ride shotgun. If you’ll strap in, we’ll be on our way. Flight time to Houston will be approximately forty minutes, and we are cleared for a direct landing at Peacemaker Regional HQ.” 
 
    “I’ll take copilot, if it’s all the same to you,” he said, even though what he really wanted was to take the last seat in the passenger compartment and spend the next forty minutes going over what he needed to say to the selector. But he had seen this before. As one of three Humans to earn a Peacemaker badge, a measure of unwanted celebrity came with the territory, so for the next forty-odd minutes, Rains made small talk with Tia Clayton. He listened to her story, how hard she had worked to become a pilot, how she planned to apply to the academy. How it was so exciting what he and Jessica and Nikki were doing… 
 
    The shuttle landed with hardly a bump. 
 
    She might be eager, thought Rains, but she’s an exceptional pilot. “Thanks for the smooth ride, Ms. Clayton. Good luck on your application to the academy. I’m sure you’ll do well.” 
 
    Another person in uniform was waiting at the bottom of the shuttle’s ramp. Rains followed him through the halls of the new facility. Everywhere he looked, young, motivated people pursued their work with enthusiasm. Even the aliens looked young. The can-do culture, thought Rains. Why do I feel so old? 
 
    Rains’ escort led him to a doorway, knocked smartly twice, then pressed a control. The door slid into the wall with a shrissh. 
 
    Selector Hak-Chet was standing with his back to the door, looking out the windows of the room. The Sidar presented one eye, then the other to the view as if searching for something but turned at the sound of the door. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, it’s good to see you. I was deeply sorry to hear about Peacemaker Vannix. I know the two of you were close.” Rains thought it odd that Hak-Chet was being so formal. 
 
    “Thank you, Selector. Vannix was one of a kind.” Rains started to choke up, then saw the calculation in his old mentor’s eye. “Have you received my reports regarding Kr’et’Socae and his associates? Your comm indicated you had answers to some of my concerns. After what happened on Gorton, you can’t tell me he shouldn’t be a top priority.” 
 
    The Selector gestured toward a chair and moved to the Sidaran equivalent, a sort of perch with a rest for his wings. Hak-Chet gave a very Human sigh. “Kr’et’Socae is a high priority for a number of reasons. It seems our own have come back to haunt us. The plain truth of the matter is that we haven’t been able to locate him.” 
 
    Jackson took the offered seat. “With all due respect, we don’t seem to be trying very hard. He’s responsible for Vannix’s death and—” 
 
    “You don’t know that. I need you to proceed based on fact, not speculation,” said Hak-Chet. 
 
    “I do know,” said Jackson. “His agents were there to—” 
 
    “His agents were present,” replied the Sidar. “That isn’t the same thing as responsible, though I admit it strains coincidence. The vendetta between Kr’et’Socae and yourself will only end one way, Peacemaker. You are too close to the situation, as what happened on Snowmass shows that. At least here we can protect you, as well as force Kr’et’Socae to divide his attention.” 
 
    Rains felt his rage building, but it wasn’t driven by passion or anger. What he felt now was the certainty that he was being used without his consent. It was icy and cold and precise, and for the first time since he was a child Jackson felt the sting of betrayal, and he hated it. 
 
    “I’m bait,” said Jackson. 
 
    “Bait, yes, I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Hak-Chet said. 
 
    “You might have told me. I would have volunteered. And in any case, why was I even included in the alert on Gorton?” 
 
    “Because I needed you away from Force 25 before you focused too much attention there.” 
 
    “That was hardly a controllable situation. And after what happened—” 
 
    “What happened on Gorton Station is now a matter for the Enforcers!” Hak-Chet closed his eyes and gave a slight shudder. 
 
    “We are One,” said Jackson. 
 
    “What?” whispered Hak-Chet. 
 
    “We. Are. One, Selector,” Rains grated out, his tone making the title an insult. In the back of his mind, Jackson realized he owed his mentor more, but for the moment he was beyond caring. “Ravak. Peacemaker Ravak. Vannix. Peacemaker Vannix. We are One. We failed them. I failed them. The Peacemakers are full of slogans, Selector: Honor the Threat, Set the Terms, Stand or Fall, We are One. Those are the words we’re supposed to live by, for the people we choose to live and die for. They shape what we should be. Those words must be true, or nothing we are really matters!” 
 
    “Jackson.” Hak-Chet sighed. “You are right, we should not have sent you to Gorton. Most especially without warning you. I can see it was too soon for this conversation and too late for another we should have had. But please believe me, we had no choice. Now you are here, and you are safe. Rest. Grieve. Take some time to recover. You have family here, I believe?” asked Hak-Chet. 
 
    Jackson nodded. 
 
    “Take a week to think about things, then we will try this conversation again,” said the Sidar. 
 
    “I don’t think—” Jackson was interrupted by the emergency alert tone from his slate. He clawed for it when he saw it was Amos. 
 
    “This is Rains. What’s going on, Amos?” 
 
    Amos’ voice came across the comm, hoarse and pained. “We need you, Jac-son! Sanctuary was attacked! Dey have Bes and Sabine!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Two groups of armed men filed into the party area. One group was Hispanic, carrying a mix of pistols and assault rifles. They shouted in heavily accented English and waved for everyone to move to the pavilion. 
 
    The second group of large, muscular men arrayed themselves between the pavilion and the field and covered the party goers. They carried a mix of off-world weaponry. Two other intruders each carried large duffel bags, similar to gear bags for hockey or softball, only longer. 
 
    Rob Wilson stood from the CASPer he was working on. He waved his hands at the party crashers. “Hey! You can’t be here. The arena is closed today!” 
 
    A female voice cut him off. “Of course, we can. We were invited.” The figure stepped into the light and pulled her hood back, revealing a feline humanoid figure with a glowing red mechanical eye. 
 
    Amos stepped forward to confront the apparent leader. “Who are you and what you want here? We got no truck with off-worlders.” 
 
    The leader focused on Amos. “My name is Sin’Kura, Jackson Rains sent us.” 
 
    Amos was perplexed, and it showed on his face. He glanced quickly at Bes, then squared his shoulders. “Well, Jackson didn’t say nothing to me about it. Y’all be moving along afore one of ya gets hurt.” 
 
    Sin’Kura smiled, and the eye faded from red to purple. “Oh, we might get hurt?” The light from the field made Sin’Kura’s fangs glow. She stepped forward and grabbed Bes’ arm. “You might look to your own family getting hurt, Human.” 
 
    “Bes!” Rob yelled and rushed forward. The crack-whine of a laser carbine stopped him dead in his tracks. Smoke curled up from the black hole in his chest. 
 
    “Oh no! Rob!” Bes cried. “Stop! Stop! Tell us what you want.” She stared defiantly at Sin’Kura despite the tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “Where is Sabine? I hear it’s her birthday. I have something for her,” Sin’Kura purred. 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath at the mention of Sabine’s name. “Leave her alone!” Amos said. One of the Hispanic men hit him in the head with a pistol barrel, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    Sin’Kura kept a firm grip on Bes’ upper arm. “Spread out and find the girl,” she ordered several of the men with laser carbines. She turned to the Hispanic man, “Pedro, move the guests to the house.” 
 
    When Samsung partnered with an off-world elSha electronics firm, the improvements in refrigeration efficiency and insulation reduction rendered all the pre-contact Earth-made appliances obsolete virtually overnight. One of the last Human-made refrigerators, massing at least 180 kilos plowed into two of the Hispanic thugs with a meaty crunch and spray of blood. 
 
    “Run!” Amos yelled and jumped onto the closest thug who was staring at where his friends had just died. He rode him to the ground, pummeling him with fists scarred from years of fighting. 
 
    “Handle them!” Sin’Kura said into a link. Her grip tightened on Bes. “Where is Sabine?” She followed Bes’ involuntary gaze to the pavilion. Sin’Kura pointed at the tent and two eastern European men took off at a run. “Get the girl!” 
 
    The CASPers on the field covered the distance to the pavilion in the blink of an eye. Laser fire erupted as the attackers moved to take out the three active Olympians. 
 
    Romeo Bravo threw another appliance at the Hispanic men. Most were able to move out of the way, but a wicked bounce from the stove wobbled the appliance high enough to decapitate a gunman. Race was transfixed by the image in his Tri-V—the fountaining blood jetting out of the neck with each heartbeat. He watched in horror as the body reflexively pulled the trigger of the machine pistol—a meter long gout of flame vomiting from the muzzle—as it toppled backward. Race was jolted back to reality as a klaxon warned of a suit breach. He scanned his Tri-V for the offending thug. He spotted a Caucasian man with a large laser rifle sighting on him for a second shot. He quickly triggered his jump jets and vaulted into the air, and a ruby beam cut through the space he had just vacated. Aligned with his goal, Race cut Romeo Bravo’s jets and slammed down on top of the gunman. 
 
    The surrounding chaos gave Ned Thomas the opening he was waiting for. He leapt from the side of Amos’ shack and neatly severed the arm of an Hispanic man who was taking aim at the huddled party guests. Ned’s backswing with the machete ended the man’s screams of pain. 
 
    “C’mon!” he waved at the group. “This way!” Ned met Bev’s eyes. “C’mon, Bev.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at something behind Ned. 
 
    “And where might you be going?” asked Hatfield, raising his gun. 
 
    Ned tried to turn around to face the man, but the roar of the machine pistol cut him down. 
 
    Bev screamed as Ned fell to the ground, spasming. His white shirt quickly turned red. She rushed to him, only to catch a kick from the man that knocked the wind from her and made her gasp for air. She watched him reload and cock his pistol. 
 
    “Y’all like this meat?” he said, and put another couple rounds into Ned. 
 
    Hatfield grabbed Bev by her hair, pulling her head back. “Why, you’re a pretty thing. How about we get to know each other?” he said and started dragging her toward the barn. 
 
    A whine blared from their right where the men had unveiled what they were carrying. The meter-and-a-half-long tube flashed and a loud Crack! announced the launch of a hypervelocity anti-armor round. Crimson Samurai shuddered to a stop with a beer can-sized hole in the canopy. The edges of the hole glowed from the heat of the impact. The CASPer stood still for a moment, then toppled forward, lifeless. 
 
    “We have her,” crackled across the comms. 
 
    “Extract!” Sin’Kura yelled as she dragged a protesting Bes to the waiting vehicle. 
 
    Hatfield heard the extract order on his comm. “Aw, no time for fun, darlin’.” 
 
    He gave Bev a shove toward the maintenance bay, making her stagger. “That’s my ride, but maybe next time. Dance for me!” Hatfield fired into the ground behind her as she lurched away, running for all she was worth. 
 
    Sin’Kura’s men laid down a withering hail of fire on Romeo Bravo and Junkyard. Both drivers kept their machines away from the huddled friendlies as a fountain of sparks from ricochets blossomed from each. Most of the fire was ineffective, but the laser carbines managed to punch small holes in both mechs. Only because they kept moving were they able to keep anything vital from being hit. Junkyard did a baseball slide into the crew with the anti-tank weapon. He fired his jumpjets just as he hit both men, roasting them and throwing their smoldering bodies well out onto the lawn. 
 
    The attackers retreated into their vehicles. Sin’Kura and Yeorgi held their hostages up as shields. A minute later, both vehicles rocketed off into the woods. 
 
    The silence was deafening. It had been one moment of pure chaos and carnage. Now it was so quiet the only sound was the ringing in their ears. 
 
    Bev screeched as she ran back to Ned, pulling her shawl off to try and staunch the bleeding. “Help me!” she screamed. 
 
    Amos sat, blood from the vicious gash on his head flowing down his face, as he stared at Bev working frantically, futilely to save Ned’s life. “Bes?” he asked. “Where’s Bes?” He looked around blankly at the mayhem. 
 
    Race opened the canopy on Romeo Bravo. As he climbed out, he slipped on the gore coating his CASPer’s legs, and landed in the grass on his hands and knees. He vomited noisily onto the lawn.  
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    “What’s your status, Amos?” Rains forced himself to breathe through the adrenaline spike as he slipped into C&C mode. Peacemaker instructors called it “Command and Crisis.” 
 
    Rains remembered naively raising his hand the first time he heard the term. “Excuse me, Instructor, shouldn’t that be ‘Command and Control?’” 
 
    The Flatar instructor had walked over and hopped up on Rains’ desk, squinted down at him, and gave him a pitying look. “Rains, is it? Ever been in a crisis worth the name? Enemy on all sides? Plague and fire? Zuul and Depik living together?” 
 
    “No, Instructor,” Rains replied. 
 
    “You don’t get the call as a Peacemaker unless it’s a crisis. It has either hit the fan with wide distribution, or beings are queuing up to shovel it into the fan to make sure the supply doesn’t run out. At the beginning of a deployment you get to be in charge. That’s why you have the badge, but you aren’t in control of anything. If you act like you are, they are going to quit shoveling at the fan just long enough to bury you. Once you deal with the crisis, then you can worry about control. Understand?” 
 
    Rains thought about it. “No, Instructor, but I’ll remember.” 
 
    “Good. When you understand, then your current crisis will be dealt with.” 
 
    Rains mentally kicked himself for the split second of inattention and focused on Amos’ face on the slate. 
 
    Amos hadn’t noticed. Rains’ question had snapped him into merc protocols. “Jac-son, defenses are armed, four wounded, three dead, and two missing on our side. We pickin’ up da pieces! Last count was thirty-four dead on the other side. No immediate threat. I’ve got the boys out running recon. They had a shuttle out inna swamp. No transponder.” 
 
    “How long ago, Amos?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Less than an hour.” 
 
    “Amos, get me your surveillance footage, camera feeds, audio, whatever you have. I’ll see how fast I can get an analysis.” 
 
    “We’ll get it for you.” 
 
    “Standby.” Rains turned to Hak-Chet. “Selector, Sanctuary Plantation has been attacked by forces unknown. I need to go there immediately.” Rains felt protocol starting to crumble as Amos’ words sank in. “They have my niece and another captive. A shuttle would have left the vicinity within the last hour. Do we have any tracking in the area?” 
 
    “I’ll have the shuttle prep for launch and check on the tracking,” the Sidar responded, reaching for his own comm. 
 
    Rains nodded his thanks, then opened another channel. 
 
    “Ptolemy. Cargill here.” 
 
    “Captain Cargill, Peacemaker Rains, there was an attack on Sanctuary Plantation—those are the coordinates where your shuttle dropped off Bev and Ned. Will you check your logs and see if you recorded any traffic in that area? I don’t have a timeframe on the inbound traffic, but the outbound would have been in the last two hours.” 
 
    “I’m on it. Ptolemy out.” 
 
    Rains switched back to Amos. “Amos, we’re trying to see if anybody had eyes on that shuttle.” 
 
    “Thas righ’ Jac-son. There was a shuttle. You fin’ a shuttle? You…fin’…I…gar-on-t—” Amos’ words slurred and trailed off. There were indistinct sounds, then a new voice came on the line. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains. It’s Bev DiMara. Amos was wounded in the fight; the medics are taking care of him now.” 
 
    “How bad?” asked Rains. 
 
    “It’s not good, Jackson. He looks like he’s lost a lot of blood. Who attacked us? How? Why? This is Earth! Not some backwater frontier world that—” 
 
    “Bev, I’m trying to find that out. Amos was working on getting the surveillance data for me. Can you see if it’s on his slate?” 
 
    “I think I—Yes,” she said. 
 
    Rains slate chimed. File received. “Thanks. Who is in charge there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Amos was. They’ve sedated him. Maybe Greasy or Remmy,” she said. 
 
    “That’s good. Let them know I’ll be there in a couple of hours, and I’ll update you en route. Bev, tell them to make sure the IFF is set to transponder code two. Amos said the defenses were active.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. Rains out.” 
 
    Rains heard Hak-Chet wrap up his own call. He activated one of the office’s screens then linked his slate and started scrolling through different feeds. He watched as the attack played out. Why weren’t Sanctuary’s defenses coming online? He saw the first shots fired, Humans in expensive armor. Heavy firepower, at least two crewed weapons. The attack was sloppy, though. Not Mercs then. Thugs. After the initial surprise, some of the drivers were in their CASPers. Not the regular units—the Olympian CASPers they used for exhibitions. He watched the mechs rip into the thugs. They didn’t stand off and obliterate them, it was all up close and personal. One fired a MAC barrage, striking a crewed weapon with—was that paint? There was a Lumar. That must be Remmy’s friend, Rains thought. Then he saw Sabine and Bes confront someone. He zoomed in. 
 
    Sin’Kura. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Peacemaker. They acted before we were ready. If you need to place blame, I accept it. This is my responsibility,” Hak-Chet said from behind him. 
 
    Rains turned on the Selector. 
 
    “Are you going to shoot me, Jackson?” Hak-Chet asked mildly. 
 
    Rains looked down and realized he had drawn his sidearm, though it was pointed at the floor. He thumbed the safety back on, then slammed the pistol into his holster. 
 
    “No, but you need to explain that. All of it this time.” 
 
    Hak-Chet crossed the room, settled wearily on his perch, and slumped. He was collecting his thoughts. 
 
    He looks as old as I feel, thought Rains. 
 
    “For some time,” Hak-Chet began, “the Peacemaker Council has been considering exactly the problem you wished to discuss. Like all organizations, we have made our share of mistakes. Usually, we learn from them, correct them whenever we can, and move on. In the case of Kr’et’Socae, this has been particularly…difficult. His position as an Enforcer gave him both access and leverage when dealing with some of the worst criminal elements in the Galactic Union. It was our failure that we were slow to recognize, and later slow in acting to counter, Kr’et’Socae’s ambition.” 
 
    Rains nodded. “Why wasn’t he stopped?” 
 
    Hak-Chet held up a hand to forestall his questions. “To a large extent, he was. The problem, Peacemaker, was belief. None of us wanted to admit the depth of our error. To believe that we had been so wrong as to create within our ranks an existential threat. The Peacemakers operate within a framework of freedom. We lead. We guide. Only when necessary do we correct. To make peace is to know the horror of war. To know its pain and its cost. There is no other way, and, as you so eloquently reminded me, Kr’et’Socae was also one of us. Our hesitation gave him time to secure vast resources, and his knowledge of our methods and capabilities has made tracking him nearly impossible. There was, and still is, the real probability of—” Hak-Chet paused to search for the right words, “—further contamination. We had to do something to draw him out. That was my mandate.” 
 
    “So I became the bait,” said Rains. 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. “Only as a side effect. Your interactions with Kr’et’Socae were a welcome addition to my strategy. After you killed his mate, you became the threat he cannot ignore; the itch he has to scratch. You honored the threat, Jackson. That is why you were sent to Force 25; you needed to be in a place where attacking you would leave him exposed. Snowmass fits that requirement perfectly, and it provided you with very capable allies. Once it was clear Kr’et’Socae had acted only by proxy, if you were indeed Thraff’s target, we had to remove you from Snowmass to protect Force 25’s mission. 
 
    “Peacemaker Ravak was overdue, so we presented you with the problem on Gorton Station knowing you would go. With Kr’et’Socae’s team nullified, the risk was acceptable.” 
 
    Over the Selector’s shoulder, Rains saw Vannix leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. The sunlight filtering through the windows of the Selector’s office made her fur glow. She shook her head at Hak-Chet’s words. 
 
    Rains swallowed the lump in his throat. “The cost was already too high, Selector.” Rains could see how every step made sense. Even how knowing about it could have derailed the plan. 
 
    “If I wasn’t the bait, what was?” Rains asked. 
 
    Hak-Chet paused, his expression drawn. “The data breach at the Nomis Relay Station was deliberate. We discovered Kr’et’Socae had an agent embedded with one of the maintenance teams. He was allowed to access the database in order to create an opening.” 
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    Amos’ world slowly came into existence around him. He felt the softness of his bed, the cool swirl of air from Sanctuary’s recyclers brushing over him. He tried to open his eyes but got only a soft gray and gold blur. He blinked to clear the fog, and the gold resolved into afternoon sunlight filtering through a window onto his desk. 
 
    Maybe I’ll jus’ rest a little longer, he thought. 
 
    He looked at the wall across from him, at the pictures of his friends. The original members of the Ragin’ Cajuns looked down at him from a frame hanging drunkenly from a corner. Several holes created a line of cracked plaster next to a picture of him and Louie standing beside a prize marlin they had caught, Sabine riding on Louie’s shoulders with her arms raised in triumph. That was a good trip, he thought. Sabine… 
 
    Sabine! 
 
    Adrenaline surged through him as the last few hours came crashing back. He surged out of bed and bent double as the pain in his chest nearly drove him back into unconsciousness. He looked down at his ribs, wrapped tight with bandages. 
 
    Might be startin’ to bleed through. 
 
    Across the room his comm chimed, using the tone reserved for the Cajuns’ broadcast channel. Amos staggered to grab it and a red indicator showed active encryption on the channel. Amos heard Greasy in the other room. 
 
    “—to hear from you, Peacemaker. You can put down in the arena and—” 
 
    “Jac-son! Dat you? Where you at?” Amos interrupted. At the same time, Amos felt Sanctuary vibrate as a loud rumble shook more plaster and paint chips from the crack in the wall. The chatter escalated on the broadcast. 
 
    “Did you see that lan—” 
 
    “Amos? You should still be out. Don’t get out of bed till I check—” 
 
    “Somebody open up a can o’ whup-ass, you’ll see!” 
 
    “Landing now, Amos. With you in five,” said Rains. 
 
    “I’ll be down presently.” Amos turned toward the door but was brought up short. 
 
    Fontenot was leaning against the door jamb, holding his kit. “Not right now, you ain’t. Have a set while I check that dressing, then you can go.” 
 
    “I don’t remember no one callin’ for a medic, Richard,” Amos said sourly, but sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “That’s because you damn near bled out and were unconscious. Be glad someone else had some sense, you stubborn old bastard. There was so much blood from that gash on your head we almost missed the chest wound,” explained Fontenot, checking Amos’ bandages, and then checking his vitals on his slate. For the first time, Amos noticed the med patches supplying the data. Fontenot scowled as he scrolled through the results. 
 
    “Bastard? Is that any way you talk to your CO? I’ll have you know Mamma and Pappa was married three whole months before I came along.” Amos tried to laugh, but it turned into a wet, wheezing cough. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you however I want ‘til you’re strong enough to make me stop. Now hold still.” Fontenot hit him with an injection that made Amos feel like his insides had filled with liquid nitrogen. He grunted. “Dammit, Richard. Warn a body.” 
 
    Fontenot grinned at him. “Had a bleeder. You’ll be okay now. You should take it easy, even though I know you won’t.” 
 
    Amos nodded. “We got anything more?” 
 
    “No,” said Fontenot. “Hopin’ Jackson has news for us. Greasy done good. Folks is warned off the party, those we could reach. We’ll see others trickle in, and we can either send ‘em off or put ‘em up. Most’ll be in the trade, so they know the score.” 
 
    As the two men talked, Amos made it down the stairs with Fontenot’s help. They stepped onto the porch in time to see Jackson heading across the common toward them. Next to the shuttle Amos saw a Sidar flanked by two Pushtal. Four of the company’s Mk 8s moved around the grounds, patrolling. 
 
    “Jac-son. You’re a sight for sore eyes, I gar-on-tee,” said Amos. The two shook hands which became a tight hug. Amos sensed how tense Jackson was. “You all right, Jac-son?” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “Not now. You’ve looked better. How are you holding up?” Jackson asked Amos, taking in the bandages. 
 
    “Ain’t nothin’ but a scratch. What the hell is going on? You know who these people are?” 
 
    “We have some idea, Amos. Is there somewhere we can talk?” 
 
    “Come on, Lem. Put your back into it!” Breaux barked as he hauled on a flatbed cart piled with body bags while Lem pushed from behind. 
 
    “What you doing, Henri?” Amos called over to the pair. 
 
    “Cleanin’ up the trash,” said Breaux, nodding to Amos and Jackson. “Good to have you home, Jackson. You met ol’ Lem yet? Makes the best moonshine this side of the Mississippi. Lem, meet Peacemaker Rains.” 
 
    Lem squinted at Rains, his glance darting everywhere at once. “Peacemaker?” Lem looked hard at Rains and went pale. “Rains? Rains, is it? No. No, no, no…” Lem muttered and wandered toward the maintenance bays and his still. 
 
    “Sorry, Jackson,” said Breaux. “Lem has good days and bad. This one’s bad. He’s been on the juice a long time. Probably thinks you’re after his still.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Henri. We’ll touch base later. Amos?” 
 
    “Yeah. We talk in my cookhouse.” Amos nodded toward the shuttle. “What they doin’?” The two Pushtal and the Sidar had almost reached them. At the shuttle, another group in Peacemaker blue were coming down the ramp and setting up equipment. 
 
    “Field team,” said Rains. “They’re here to see if we can get any additional information on our friends. I told them to coordinate with Greasy.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Amos said, turning as the Sidar arrived. “Who might you be?” 
 
    “Amos, meet Selector Hak-Chet.” 
 
    Hak-Chet inclined his head. “I regret your difficulties, Mr. Delacroix. We will provide what assistance we can.” 
 
    Amos gestured and moved toward his cookhouse. The door had been broken off its hinges and lay to one side, but otherwise everything seemed fine. “Hoping the coffee’s still good and—” 
 
    Amos’ dog Dewey hobbled out, holding up one of his front paws and yelping. He struggled toward Amos, leaving a thin trail of blood as he came. 
 
    “Dews!” exclaimed Amos, checking the dog. “You been shot. Hang on, boy.” Amos commed Fontenot. “Some bastard shot Dews.” It only took a moment for the medic to arrive. 
 
    Fontenot checked Dewey over and applied a patch to calm the dog. “Through and through, Amos. He’ll be fine. Missed the bone. You go on an’ I’ll patch ‘im up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Richard, much obliged.” Amos gave the now-sleeping dog a last scratch, then gestured again to the cookhouse while Fontenot picked up Dewey and headed for the house. 
 
    As the group entered the room, a holo-emitter on one of the tables sprang to life. Kr’et’Socae’s image looked down on the group. 
 
    “Peacemaker Jackson Rains!” said the Equiri. The gloating tones from the holo set Jackson’s teeth on edge. “I wanted to give you a personal greeting. As you took what was precious to me, in return, I have taken what is precious to you. Now you know that no matter where you are, you are always within my reach. I will allow you an opportunity to recover them. You will be sent instructions on what I require. Don’t allow your stupidity to cause a further loss of life.” 
 
    As the holo faded a loud beep started. Rains grabbed Amos and pushed him toward the open doorway. 
 
    “Bomb! Out, out, out!” Jackson yelled. Amos saw the two Pushtal grab the Sidar and hustle him out ahead of them. 
 
    They were ten meters from the building when the explosion hit, collapsing the roof and knocking the group to the ground. 
 
    Amos heard Jackson say, “What is it with Sin’Kura and bombs?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rains stared at the screen, then yanked the chip from the reader and threw it across the room. 
 
    “Does that help?” Vannix asked, watching as the chip bounced off the wall next to her to disappear around the foot of Rains’ bunk. 
 
    “Yes, it helps,” seethed Rains. “Someone needs to geld that horse.” 
 
    “That someone being you, partner? Think about it; this is exactly the reaction Kr’et’Socae wants. Don’t give it to him.” Vannix gestured toward where the chip had disappeared. “Good thing those are tough; sounds like you are going to need it.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because you need help and you are too stupid to ask for it. Because you are my friend, and you won’t let go. Because there are people who need you, and it’s time for you to be there for them. Because I love you.” 
 
    “When does it stop?” 
 
    “Never, if you are lucky. It stops when you do.” 
 
    Rains rested his head in his hands and pressed on his eyes, trying to see some pattern in the false colors, hoping the pressure would jar something loose in his head. He knew Vannix was just a projection, knew he was indulging himself. Knew she was right. Knowing…just made it harder. 
 
    He tried to think back to his expectations when he had boarded the transport. Had he really expected Sin’Kura or Kr’et’Socae to be standing there with a gun to Sabine’s head? He was convinced he could face down the Sirra’Kan, but Kr’et’Socae? Mano el mano? 
 
    He remembered his fight with Thraff on Snowmass. The truth was, if Lucille hadn’t overridden the systems in Deathangel, Thraff would have torn him apart. Rains was too used to confronting his problems head on, and for good or ill, the rest of the galaxy didn’t work that way. The bad guys never showed up to match strength for strength. 
 
    The part that was making him twist was that he wasn’t paying the price. On Snowmass, Vannix had paid, on Avbo, it was Louie. Now Bes and Sabine had been taken, and he was determined not to let them pay any further. They were his family, more so because they chose to be. When he first received the Storm Watch, he’d had a moment of panic, before realizing they were safe. Safe on Earth, safe half a galaxy away. Safe in a place protected by brothers and sisters and the best tech money could buy, and that the best thing he could do to keep them that way was to stay away, to stand between them and whatever wanted to harm them. 
 
    It hadn’t been enough. 
 
    During the battle at Sanctuary, they had lost too much. Rains thought about when he met Ned and Bev on Snowmass. Later, they had followed Rains onto the Ptolemy. They weren’t looking for a fight. They were trying to solve a puzzle. An old suit of armor left in the corner of a hole in the ground. Left there by a man who was half a legend. Now Ned was dead. Killed by some thug so Kr’et’Socae could capture Rains’ family. 
 
    Jackson thought of Bev’s tear-stained face as she sat quietly next to Ned’s body, speaking with him as though they were still working together on Bruno. Rains didn’t know if there had been more between the two than their work, but it was clear that even that much had created a special bond between them. 
 
    Bes was as tough as they came. A lifetime around mercs had seen to that. She also wasn’t a woman who accepted insult quietly. Jackson knew that if there was any way to escape, or at least tell them where they were, she would find it. Sabine had already lost so much, but in spite of it all, she was always a happy girl. Rains thought of what Sin’Kura had done with Peacemaker Ravak’s cubs and pictured the same thing being done with Bes and Sabine. It made his heart ache. 
 
    He kept coming back to what Hak-Chet had told him. That the data breach had been done deliberately. Kr’et’Socae hadn’t needed to find Rains’ family. The Peacemaker Guild had more or less delivered them, along with Peacemaker Ravak’s family. The Guild Council was Kr’et’Socae’s target. Rains himself was just a means to an end. For the Peacemakers, Rains was a Human shield. Kr’et’Socae wanted him to be the assassin’s blade. 
 
    Bes, Sabine, Ned. The lives lost on Gorton, at Sanctuary—none of those were part of a plan. They were just…collateral damage. 
 
    Rains ran through his options and none of them were good. One thing was for certain, though, nothing was going to stop him from saving Bes and Sabine. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Sabine huddled behind the legs of Black Widow in the entry to her birthday pavilion, holding ‘Bastian and looking across the open area to the house’s porch. The staccato crack-crack-crack of gunfire ripped through the air, punching a line of holes through the canvas wall. She looked at the carnage. Tables were flipped and her presents and cake were spread across the ground. Babette had parked her mech here to hold one of the pavilion’s supports, but Sabine didn’t see her anywhere. 
 
    Sabine had snuck into the tent to see how many presents she had and to try to figure out what they were. 
 
    Nana Bes is gonna be mad if I get caught sneakin’, she thought, but she couldn’t resist a chance to see what she’d got. This was the biggest party she’d ever had. When she’d asked why, Nana Bes had said, “Next year you are going to be a proper young lady, and we’ll be looking at all sorts of boring practical things, so this year we get to spoil you! Don’t let it go to your head.” Then she had given her a big hug. 
 
    Sabine had been so excited to meet Romeo Bravo! Race Romero himself! And Race had arrived with Junkyard and Oneshot. He had brought her a whole set of action figures and an autographed poster and…. well, then he had seemed more interested in talking with Amos and the other mercs, and it wasn’t fair. It was her party, so she had slipped away with ‘Bastian. 
 
    She felt guilty, but not for long. With her new Peacemaker jumpsuit from Uncle Jackson and ‘Bastian walking by her side, she pretended it was a secret mission. She even turned down the BlueNabi ‘Bastian had been playing. New ‘Bastian wasn’t as cuddly as old ‘Bastian, but she’d decided old ‘Bastian was ready for a rest, and so he was now a King while the new prince became her protector. Besides, it was fun that he could run with her. Remmy said there were all sorts of things he could do, and she could teach him more. 
 
    She had lifted the edge of the pavilion wall and ‘Bastian had slipped underneath and walked to the center of the tent. “All clear?” Sabine whispered. ‘Bastian had flashed his cannon, the white LEDs plain in the dim interior. Sabine had crept in and was gingerly shaking her first present when the gunfire started. 
 
    What’s going on? she thought. 
 
    Amos had always said that if it sounded like anything dangerous was happening, she should get to the safe area under the plantation. She’d grabbed ‘Bastian and run for the door when a man she didn’t know slammed full-tilt into Widow then ricocheted away to upend the table with the cake on it, sending cake and party favors flying. A few seconds later, another man ran through the door only to be riddled with gunfire, splattering the white canvas and her table full of presents with blood. She heard Remmy’s friend Burton shouting outside but couldn’t see him. “That’s six! That all you got?” he yelled. Sabine kept hoping to see him so she could get his attention, but he must have gone in a different direction. 
 
    She held ‘Bastian against her chest. Tears flooded her eyes, and it was hard to breathe. ‘Bastian struggled for a moment, then lay still and began to purr as she held him tighter. She saw the first man the Lumar had thrown start to move and she steeled herself for a run to the porch door. As she gathered her nerve, there was a thunderous crack-boom. Sabine watched as the man struggled to his hands and knees and saw motion on the other side of the tent. It was Lem, hiding beneath one of the tables. Her heart leapt. Lem would help her! Two more men came around to the pavilion entrance. She shrank back into her hiding spot, but it was too late. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here, Yeorgi? I think we have just received a bonus from the cat lady, you and I!” 
 
    Sabine screamed as the men reached for her. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bes dug in, trying to twist away from Sin’Kura as she was dragged toward one of the intruder’s vehicles. Sin’Kura shook her, digging her talons into Bes’ arm. Bes rounded on her with an open-handed strike to the Sirra’Kan’s face. To a Human the blow might have been disabling for long enough for Bes to break away, but if anything, the strike seemed to excite the feline. Her natural eye widened in surprise while her implant glowed yellow. “So, not so meek after all. I am pleased,” she said. She turned Bes slightly to show her Sabine struggling in the grip of two men. Sabine momentarily broke the grip of one and swung ‘Bastian by one of his legs, hitting the man in the face. He stiffened, then grabbed the toy and ripped it from her hands. “‘Bastian!” she yelled. 
 
    “Ha!” chortled the other man. “She give you the crab, Lev!” 
 
    “Fuck you, Yeorgi! That thing—” Lev jerked as several rounds tore into him from the direction of the house. He staggered, moving weakly. 
 
    ‘Bastian hit the ground and immediately ran back to Sabine, leaping into her arms. 
 
    “Don’t hurt her!” shouted Bes. 
 
    “Ah,” said Sin’Kura, yanking Bes back toward the transport. “We haf what we came for, perhaps I should just leave you here, if you wish?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Bes said. She couldn’t imagine leaving Sabine alone with these monsters. 
 
    Yeorgi was holding Sabine by the arm and was trying to separate her from ‘Bastian. 
 
    “Leave the toy if it will keep her quiet,” said the Sirra’Kan. 
 
    “This little bitch—” Yeorgi began. 
 
    “Is worth more to me than all of you combined,” Sin’Kura finished for him. “Remember that. From now on, you are her keeper. If anything happens to her, it will take you a long time to die. Ah, Mister Hatfield, so glad you are able to join us,” said Sin’Kura as the factor sprinted to the group. “You will ride in front and make sure we are not delayed, then dispose of the vehicles after we leave. Did you deliver my present?” 
 
    “All set,” said Hatfield, “I left it in the cook house; there’ll be no trouble.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then our business is concluded. I will be in touch if we are in further need of your services.” 
 
    “My pleasure, ma’am.” He headed for his seat. 
 
    “Now, you.” Sin’Kura said, turning back to Bes. “Get in.” 
 
    Come on, boys! Bes thought as she and Sabine were hustled into separate transports. Get after it! 
 
    Bes didn’t know if Amos was even still alive. She thought she had seen him go down in the last exchange of gunfire, but, if he was, he’d do everything in his power to rescue them. 
 
    “Who are you people? What do you want with us?” Bes asked. 
 
    The Sirra’Kan stared at her for a moment. “Because you show strength, I will tell you. An associate of mine requires certain things from Jackson Rains. Our possession of you will ensure that he gets them.” 
 
    “Jac-son is a Peacemaker. He’s not going to give you anything!” said Bes. 
 
    “We believe differently,” said Sin’Kura. “You should hope that we are correct.” 
 
    “What happens if you aren’t?” said Bes, knowing the answer. 
 
    “Then you have no particular value. Perhaps we would find some use for you. I am told some Besquith haf a fondness for Human meat.” 
 
    After a while, the transport slowed to a halt. Sin’Kura gestured as the door opened. “Out. Get on the shuttle and do not waste my time. My patience has limits.” 
 
    Bes did as she was told. As soon as she was out of the transport, Sabine ran to her. “Oh, Nana!” she said. Her eyes were red from crying and there was blood on her mouth. 
 
    Bes stroked Sabine’s hair as she hugged her. “What happened, child?” 
 
    “He hit me!” she said, looking at Yeorgi. 
 
    The big man shrugged. “She would not shut up,” he said. “They tell me Lev will live. Had my brother died because of her I would kill her regardless of what she—” he nodded toward Sin’Kura, “—said. I will be babysitter while I am paid, but if she wishes to remain undamaged, she will do as she is told. Da?” 
 
    Bes said nothing, but the look she gave him plainly said she wanted to kill him. 
 
    He shrugged again. “Get aboard and strap in.” 
 
    Bes moved past Yeorgi with Sabine. “Stay out of his way; that man has no good writ all over him. You just hang on tight. You know the company be comin’ for us.” 
 
    Bes strapped Sabine in and sat next to her. Yeorgi made sure they were secured and took the end seat in their row, but otherwise ignored them. 
 
    She watched Sabine murmur to ‘Bastian, hoping she would hear the sound of a rescue. Bes had no idea what Jackson was involved in or how it had managed to spill over to them. She knew the galaxy was full of bad people. She also knew that, as mercs, the Cajuns weren’t always on the side of the angels, even though they selected their contracts carefully, but it had never followed them home before. She only hoped that whatever was going on, Amos and Jackson would find a way to save them. 
 
    And God, she prayed, let them hurry! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Kr’et’Socae put the slate on the table next to him. He smiled at the news Sin’Kura had forwarded to him. Soon the Human Peacemaker would be forced to do his bidding, or Kr’et’Socae would let Sin’Kura flay the two Human female captives on Tri-V. Soon Rsach would pay for what he had done to Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    Anger burned in his heart as he remembered that day in the Peacemaker Council chambers. He had done exactly what they had sent him to do. Kr’et’Socae had been but a pawn on the playing field, and they sacrificed him. Not for a specific gain, not for the advancement of the guild or some other noble purpose, but because they were weak. 
 
    Even after all this time, the embers of his hatred were white-hot coals. Kr’et’Socae yearned with every fiber of his being to make them pay for what he had been through. The humiliation of being stripped of rank. The hurt and betrayal as his mentor, Hr’ent, disintegrated his Peacemaker badge in front of the assembled body of Peacemakers still burned hot in him. The memory was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae got up and paced the room, his hooves loud on the laminate floor. 
 
    Prison had been a continuation of the ignominy. Sent to Kleve to rot there. What the fools hadn’t realized was that instead of placing him in a shark tank to be punished by the inmates for being a former Peacemaker, they had put him in with a pool of potential allies. Serious criminals from every walk of life, each with unique and valuable skills. Each bearing a kindred hatred for the Peacemakers. It was there he had met Sin’Kura. It was her contacts that had put him in touch with his mate, Sa’texia, to arrange the prison break. For a moment, he was overwhelmed with grief, and he stood trembling. Slowly he fed the longing for his mate into the coals of hate, stoking the fires of his anger. He threw back his head, his black mane shaking, and voiced a primal scream of anguish and fury. 
 
    Jackson Rains. The filth that had taken his mate from him. He was going to pay. Kr’et’Socae barked a short laugh. “You will become the instrument of my revenge, Peacemaker,” he said to the empty room. With incredible will, he tamped down the swirling hatred and pushed the emotions down into himself. He allowed himself to relish the image of Rsach dying with the knowledge that a Peacemaker had allowed Kr’et’Socae to serve justice. He reveled in the fantasy, playing the scene out in his mind. 
 
    A tone from the slate broke him out of his reverie. With two quick strides, he picked the slate off the table. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “The courier has just entered the system. Our factor is aboard. The messages are in your queue,” the voice said. 
 
    “Understood, Churff. Anything new from Sin’Kura?” Kr’et’Socae asked. He would have to keep Churff away from Rains until after Rsach was dead. Kr’et’Socae smiled. It would be fitting if Rains was killed by Thraff’s brother. 
 
    “Yes, her message is in the queue. She is moving and on schedule. She will meet us at Hope’s End. I just hope the captives can survive that sadistic bitch,” Churff said. 
 
    “Get the transport ready. I want to change to our next location within a rotation.” Kr’et’Socae cut the link. He was pleased with how things were going. He knew Sin’Kura would get the job done. He just hoped he could channel her proclivity for violence in his direction for a bit longer. She’d proven especially useful if a bit erratic. For now, her extracurricular activities suited his plans. 
 
    He crossed to the bar and poured himself a large glass of fermented mare’s milk. Kr’et’Socae didn’t normally drink, but this was a moment to celebrate. Rains was on his hook, and he intended to make the fish flop around and gasp for air. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “So, there you have it. That’s as much as I know,” said Rains. “We’re trying to find out if any of the tracking stations in the area picked up the shuttle. The transponder was turned off, but there are other methods. Radar from local traffic control, satellite imagery; we’re looking for a needle in a haystack, but for the moment, it’s the best we’ve got.” 
 
    From the back of the room, Remmy joined in. “The new ‘Bastian has a tracker in ‘im, but it ain’t broadcasting. Either it’s been found or it ain’t someplace it can get a signal out.” 
 
    There was a whine of machinery as the armored doors in the ceiling parted and the heavy cargo lift started its slow journey down the far wall of the bay. Greasy waved from the lift, riding down with the Cajuns’ Mk 8s and a pile of parts from Crimson Samurai, the Olympian that had been killed in the attack. In the maintenance bay, Bev and Nolan were working on Junkyard. Race Romero had Romeo Bravo parked in one of the racks and was using a pressure washer to clean the white and gold mech. Blood sluiced off the machine and down the drains. 
 
    After the bomb in Amos’ cookhouse, the group had moved the conversation to the secured bunkers beneath the plantation while Sanctuary was scanned for explosives. Fortunately, they hadn’t found any more of Sin’Kura’s little surprises. 
 
    Callista Benoit sagged against the lockers in the CASPer ready room, her hand unconsciously brushing her blonde hair behind an ear before settling on the cold pack held against her injured shoulder. “I don’t understand what these people want. Why take Bes and Sabine? Why tell you that you have a chance to get them back and then try to kill you? None of this makes any sense.” 
 
    “I don’t think Kr’et’Socae knows or cares what methods are being employed as long as they’re effective. Smash and grab isn’t his style. What we know for certain now is that Sin’Kura is working for him. That was a question mark before. The holo was his message. The bomb was hers. But it wasn’t meant to kill or there wouldn’t have been any warning,” said Rains. “Whatever he wants, he needs a Peacemaker to get it for him, and that’s good news.” 
 
    “How can any of this be good news, Jac-son?” asked Amos. 
 
    “Two things. One, it means that he doesn’t have anyone inside the Peacemakers who can help him,” explained Rains. “And two, Kr’et’Socae has no interest in killing them until they serve their purpose. As long as he believes he can get what he wants from me, they’re relatively safe, and we have a chance to rescue them.” 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. “He has every intent on killing you.” 
 
    “If we can get Bes and Sabine out, that’s a trade I’m willing to make,” Rains replied. 
 
    “Be that as it may—” started Hak-Chet. Rains’ slate chimed. He held up a hand, then answered. “Rains. Go.” He listened for a moment, then a smile broke out on his broad face. “Captain, you just made my day! Can you keep tabs on her until I can get to a ship?” Rains frowned as he listened, then smiled again. “Outstanding. We’ll be ready.” Rains put his slate away as the others looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “Captain Cargill was able to locate our missing shuttle. It docked with an in-system transport that’s headed toward the Kuiper belt.” Rains passed the data to Hak-Chet. “Cargill says they’re moving fast, but he has a solid track and is sending a shuttle for us.” Rains looked at the Sidar. “Do we have anything in-system that can run an intercept?” 
 
    Hak-Chet concentrated on his own slate for a few moments. “No. Nothing that can be in position in time.” 
 
    “What we waiting for?” said Amos. “Armor up!” Amos tried to stand too quickly and winced. Fontenot caught Rains’ gaze and shook his head slightly. 
 
    “Hold up, people!” Rains called as the Cajuns aimed for their lockers. “Amos, no CASPers on this run. It’s civilian transport. I just need four people with body armor, non-lethal load out with a heavy backup, and vacuum rated if you have it.” 
 
    “We got it, but ain’t none of us sittin’ this one out!” said Amos. 
 
    “Amos, you’re still patching up. This is a fast run. If it goes right, we get them and bring them home. If it goes wrong, then I need someone I can trust backing me up. I promise we’re in this together till it’s done. This happened because of me,” Rains said. “I need to fix it.” 
 
    “All right,” said Amos. “This not your fault, Jac-son, but you go an’ make it right, and you make sure dey know hell comin’ behind, I gar-on-tee!” Amos turned to the room. “Guidry, Fontenot, Benoit, Trahan! You’re on deck. Grab you gear!” 
 
    Fontenot started to protest. “Amos, I should stay here, you aren’t out of the woods just yet.” 
 
    Amos shook his head. “You’re goin’. There’s gonna be a fight, and if Bes or Sabine is hurt, I want you there. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Rains got on his comm. “Bev, it’s Jackson. Is Bruno ready to go? Cargill is sending a shuttle down, and I’d like to have him with us.” In spite of what he told Amos, Rains intended to stop that transport even if he had to drop on it and wreck the engines. 
 
    “He’s as ready as we can make him,” she said. “Greasy helped us fine-tune the mechanicals, and he’s locked and loaded. I’ll see that he makes it aboard.” 
 
    The Cajuns’ general frequency alerted. “Breaux here. Amos, we have two shuttles on approach. The first is from the Ptolemy, the second won’t identify but said to have the booze ready; it’s broadcasting the code for the party.” 
 
    “What now?” Amos muttered. “Don’t shoot it down but be ready in case dey ain’t friendly.” 
 
    Jackson and the Cajuns headed up to the landing field. He turned to Hak-Chet. “I’ll inform you as soon as I have something. It looks like it’s about to get busy here.” 
 
    The Sidar looked at Rains, plainly still troubled by their argument on the shuttle ride. “Jackson, you should turn from this course.” Rains just shook his head. Hak-Chet gave a very Human sigh. “Very well. Honor the threat, Peacemaker. You know how to reach me.” 
 
    The Selector and his guard boarded their own shuttle, and it lifted for their trip back to Houston. 
 
    Rains saw Bev and the Cajuns loading Bruno and the rest of their gear into the Ptolemy’s gig just as the second craft settled in for a landing. Rains and Amos waited tensely as the rear boarding ramp was lowered…and the back of the shuttle erupted in pink and blue streamers and confetti filled the air as the strains of “Happy Birthday” blasted from the shuttle’s external speakers. Four aliens walked down the ramp, took in the armed CASPers, the damage, and the body bags still stacked by one of the sheds waiting for pickup. 
 
    “What did I tell you, Tavvi?” Rikki shouted over the song in her best parade ground squeak. “Humans know how to throw a party!”  
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    Jackson paused just long enough to greet his old friends. The two Flatar looked a little plumper than Rains remembered. Tavvi—a Tortantula—was much the same, except for the giant blue bows tied to all her legs, and the white stripe was perhaps a bit wider. 
 
    Tavvi had run down the ramp and gathered Rains into a hug with four front legs that he would have once considered the stuff of nightmares. He felt the vibration of Tavvi’s laughter and heard the suspicious chirruping from Rikki and Tikki and knew he’d been set up. By way of payback, he fell into Tavvi’s arms and arms. 
 
    The big surprise, though, was Sebastian. If anything, the Xiq’tal was even bigger than Rains remembered and a much deeper blue. The deck of the shuttle creaked as the Xiq’tal moved forward and extended a fighting claw for a fist bump. “Well met, Peacemaker Rains. It is agreeable to see you. I look forward to seeing Earth! I have wished to come since Amos and I started our business venture, but it is a long trip from Xiq’tara colony.” 
 
    “Well met, Sebastian. Well met, all of you! I can’t believe you’re all here,” said Rains. 
 
    “Yes,” said Sebastian. “To celebrate the Name-day of Louie’s child and to meet my namesake, and for business.” 
 
    Rains stepped back. “I wish I could continue this, but I have to go. Amos will fill you in. With luck I’ll be back in a few days.” Rains sprinted for the Ptolemy’s shuttle. Behind him, he could hear Amos begin to run things down for the Avbo alumni. 
 
    “I got you quarters set aside below. I think the freight elevator be big enough for us all.” 
 
    Jackson climbed aboard, gave the pilot a thumbs up, and felt the shuttle lift on full power for orbit and the Ptolemy. He felt the push of the high-G burn as the extra weight settled on him. 
 
    Jackson’s mind drifted back to his ride to Sanctuary with Hak-Chet. They had taken off from the Regional HQ with Tia Clayton at the controls. Two Pushtal bodyguards were waiting for the Selector, as well as a field team to help collect any evidence. Hak-Chet had sat next to him and engaged a privacy field. 
 
    “What do you intend to do, Peacemaker?” 
 
    Rains stared at the Sidar. “Find Bes and Sabine and get them back. Then I’ll do what I should have done in the first place: find Kr’et’Socae and kill him.” 
 
    Hak-Chet shook his head. “Out of the question, for all the reasons we discussed in my office, and now you are even closer to this issue. Once we evaluate, then I will assign an Enforcer team to—” 
 
    “No. You have done enough already,” he said bitterly. “This is family. It’s not up for discussion.” 
 
    “I can’t let you do this, Peacemaker,” said Hak-Chet. 
 
    Rains reached up and removed the platinum badge from his jumpsuit and examined it, turning it over in his hands. “The motto on my badge is ‘Be True,’ Selector. It’s there because the woman Sin’Kura just abducted shared it with me, and that was after her son saved my life. I can’t explain everything that means to me, but I can tell you this: on Earth, a badge is also called a shield. A shield can shelter and protect you, or it can be in your way. Prevent you from getting past it, or simply become too heavy to bear. Out there is a little girl waiting for her Uncle Jackson to come save her, and she’s waiting because the Peacemakers opened the door for the monsters. If this—” Rains held up the badge, “—is in the way of that—” he tossed the badge to Hak-Chet, “—then you keep it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you mean that,” said Hak-Chet. 
 
    “Then you’d be wrong. Kind of becoming a pattern. Maybe you were always wrong about me.” 
 
    “There will be consequences.” 
 
    “There always are. I’m good with that. Those come after I get the job done. I don’t need the badge to tell me what’s right.” 
 
    Hak-Chet handed the badge back. “You will need this to accomplish what you intend. I still believe that you handling this personally is playing directly into Kr’et’Socae’s hands, but if I cannot convince you otherwise, the Peacemakers won’t stand in your way. We are also your family, Jackson. Remember that before you abandon us so quickly.” 
 
    The beep of the proximity alert snapped Rains out of his reverie. The shuttle performed a quick series of maneuvers and settled into its cradle with a clang! as the locks snapped into place. The airlock showed green and the rear ramp dropped to let them disembark. 
 
    Cargill’s crew showed the Cajuns the module where Ned and Bev had set up shop and started unloading Bruno while Rains hooked a handhold and headed for the Ptolemy’s cramped bridge. Rains could already feel gravity starting to return as the ship accelerated. 
 
    Rains climbed in and strapped down at an open console while Cargill muttered over the controls. After a moment, tracking and course appeared on Rains’ console as well as the main display. 
 
    “Captain, thank you for your help with this. It wasn’t something we could have foreseen, and I want you to know how much I appreciate what you’ve done,” said Rains. 
 
    Cargill waved him off. “When I signed on it was for the long haul, Peacemaker.” The captain manipulated the plot. “Now, this is where we’re at…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    The cargo lift moved smoothly down the wall into the main CASPer bay from the ready bays above. During big events, the lift could hold up to eight CASPers at a time, but between Sebastian and Tavvi, the platform felt crowded. During the ride, Amos laid out the situation for them. 
 
    “We can use the drivers’ ready room,” he said. 
 
    “This is quite the layout,” said Tikki. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Amos. “I’ll have someone give you the grand tour once you get settled. I’d take you myself but…” He gestured at his bandages. “We’re gettin’ patched up, but till we hear from Jac-son, we won’t know which way to jump.” 
 
    Rikki squinted down at Amos from Tavvi’s back. “Yeah, because nothing says, ‘I want to play tour guide’ like a sucking chest wound.” 
 
    “It ain’t that bad!” protested Amos. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Tavvi. “Sure. What’s the expression? Don’t teach a parent how to suck egg?” Tavvi’s fangs flared. “We’ve all seen it before. Glad you are still with us.” 
 
    “Yes, Amos. You should have been wearing your shell.” Sebastian thumped his own for emphasis. “The Xiq’tal have great sympathy for the unarmored. My standing has increased. Perhaps I should get you some Xiq’tal guards.” 
 
    “Got caught with our pants down,” Amos said ruefully. “You—” Amos pointed at the Xiq’tal “—can keep your guards to yourself! How I gonna explain that, huh? Last thing we need is more blue crabs in da bayou. Your poor guards would wind up in da pot!” Amos shook his head. “This was ‘sposed to be a little girl’s party, not a shoot-’em-up! And I thought you four was gonna be late?” 
 
    “The gate schedule for the last hop got changed, and we were able to take advantage of it,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “I’m glad you all here, Jac-son too. I’m sorry our visit gonna be cut short, but I’ll git Greasy to—” 
 
    “You—” Amos’ translator let out a strained buzz as Rikki started ramping up, her ear-splitting tirade hovering at the high end of Human hearing. Tavvi started making the chuffing noise that indicated laughter, vibrating so hard that Rikki and Tikki had to climb down from the big Tortantula. 
 
    “—and not going to plant us here like a bunch of—” came through Amos’ translator, then cut out again as Rikki continued to roll. Sebastian kept rotating his eye stalks from Amos to Rikki and Tikki to Tavvi. “Louie grabbed that bomb and jetted off like a—” 
 
    Sebastian settled in, finally leaving one eye on Amos while the other moved between the other three. 
 
    Rikki continued undeterred, “—came halfway across the galaxy and had to travel with Goka! Do you have any idea what a Goka smells like after a week in hyperspace? Just because humans can’t fucking smell anything! If I have to—” Rikki gesticulated, her speech getting faster and louder until she finally finished with something that passed completely out of range while she repeatedly poked Amos in the belly which was as high as she could reach. “And don’t you forget it! Clear?” 
 
    Amos looked at the group and just nodded. Sebastian looked at Rikki with both eyes and clicked his fighting claws in appreciation. 
 
    Rikki turned away, muttering to Tavvi in low tones. Amos leaned close to Tikki. “What was that all about?” he asked. “I only catch part of it.” 
 
    Tikki beamed up at Amos but shook his head. “That was one of the best parade ground Flatari ass-chewings I’ve ever watched Rikki give, and you missed it?” 
 
    Amos shrugged helplessly. “I can’t help the translator. What she say?” 
 
    “Oh, that,” said Tikki. “She said we’re in.” 
 
    Amos’ slate chimed. “Hang on,” he said into the slate. Amos turned to the group. “Well, since ain’t no one taking a pass, y’all are real welcome. Thank you. It means the world to us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Amos, we are going to get your pup back,” Rikki assured him. Amos just nodded. 
 
    Amos turned to the slate. “Go.” 
 
    “Amos,” said Greasy, “better head to the kitchen.” 
 
    “What’s goin’ on, Greasy?” Amos asked. 
 
    “Reinforcements,” Greasy replied. 
 
    Amos sighed. “I’ll be right there.” To the group of visiting aliens he said, “Look, I gotta run and put the rest of the fires out.” Amos looked out into the bay, spotted who he was looking for, then keyed a code into his slate. “Babette, can you come to the ready room?” 
 
    A figure waved, and a few minutes later a serious woman with long black hair pulled into a braid entered the room. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Amos?” she asked. 
 
    “Show our friends here to their digs and give ‘em the ten-cent tour,” he replied. “Everyone, this is Babette Cormier; goes by BC. You might remember her from the do for Louie?” There were nods all around. “Show ‘em the pool. Dey like that.” 
 
    “Of course,” replied Babette. “This way, please.” As she led them away, he heard Tavvi grousing. 
 
    “I do not swim; I sink.” 
 
    “So, do I,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “You breathe water,” Tavvi pointed out. “It isn’t the same.” 
 
    “Maybe we can get you some floats!” joked Tikki. 
 
    “I’ll just go with Amos,” Tavvi replied. “Have fun in the pool.” 
 
    Amos and the Tortantula headed back to the elevators to take them up to the main plantation building. Unfamiliar voices reached them as the doors opened. The smell of fresh roasted chicory and coffee filled the large kitchen. A compact woman with dark red hair was bustling around, holding court, and directing half a dozen teenagers to various tasks. On the counter separating the kitchen from the dining area were platters piled with sandwiches, cold chicken, several cold salads, bowls of fruit, and an industrial-sized urn of coffee. Someone had even brought in a jug of Lem’s “solvent.” Standing around the counter and in the dining hall were at least a hundred people, about half of which had been invited to Sabine’s party. The rest were friends, acquaintances, and a large contingent of Olympians. 
 
    Greasy was leaning against the door jamb, watching the chaos and cradling his ever-present cup of coffee. He gestured with his cup as Amos reached the doorway. 
 
    “Southern fairy tale,” he quipped. “Y’all ain’t gonna believe this shit.” 
 
    “Too right!” said Amos. 
 
    As people spotted Amos, the room quieted. There was a startled Ooh! as the red-haired woman looked up and bustled toward Amos. 
 
    “Amos Delacroix! Why didn’t you call me? I came as soon as I heard. Why, once I had word from dear Elise I came straight here! And a good thing I did, too!” Amos spotted Elise Arton, one of the Cajuns’ younger drivers, turning bright red and staring hard at her plate, trying to disappear altogether. Remmy was sitting next to her and looked as if he was enjoying the show a bit too much. 
 
    “You poor man, now you don’t make no fuss, I knew you’d need me! You know nobody gets things handled like I do, or run a kitchen, neither! Present company excepted!” She pulled Amos into a hug and rocked him back and forth. “Don’t you worry ‘bout nothin’ here! You concentrate on getting Bes and Sabine back from dem nasty aliens and let me handle whatever needs doin’ here!” 
 
    Amos gestured behind her back to Tavvi, who came to his rescue. “Sorry to interrupt,” Tavvi said, “but is there any Cajun sauce? Sebastian was asking.” 
 
    Amos struggled to extricate himself, then stepped back. 
 
    The woman turned to find herself about a foot from the Tortantula. Her eyes went wide. She stuttered for a moment, raising a hand to her chest in surprise, then pointed, “It just over there at the end of the counter. If we low, just ask one of my girls for another bottle.” Then she turned back to Amos, hands on her hips. 
 
    “We appreciate you coming, but we’ve got things back on track. Have you met my right-hand man? If I have to scoot, Greasy here will be in charge of Sanctuary,” Amos said. 
 
    Her expression became determined. “Bullshit! After all—” 
 
    “Greasy, meet Granny Arton,” Amos said, cutting her off. 
 
    She gave Amos a withering glance. “Now, you know dat only true ‘cause my girls married young.” Then the red-haired woman advanced on Greasy with a calculating look, taking in his casual stance, stained coveralls, and old-style glasses. 
 
    “Weeell,” she said. “I do like a man who ain’t afraid of work…Greasy, was it? I got an eye for these things!” 
 
    Greasy opened his mouth to answer, only to be interrupted. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Greasy. I can tell we gonna be friends! I’m Bes’ sister Marie!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Earth System 
 
      
 
    Captain Cargill pointed to the tactical simulation. “They’ve set a good pace, but it’s just on the high side of normal for a transport job; trying not to attract attention. I’ve set an off-parallel course. Once we get close enough, we can pour it on and intercept them about here in about nine hours.” 
 
    The ships’ courses on the display abruptly converged. “Here is where it gets dicey, though. If they can get into the asteroid belt then it’s going to be hard to keep a lock on their position. I don’t think it would be too hard to re-acquire them, but they can make us pay for it. They’re heading for an area where there are larger asteroids, so a base is a possibility, though there isn’t anything in the directory,” Cargill explained. 
 
    “How fast can the Ptolemy accelerate?” asked Rains. 
 
    Cargill looked pained. “Six Gs.” 
 
    Rains raised an eyebrow, impressed. “That’s considerably faster than I expected a survey ship to go.” 
 
    Cargill shrugged. “Be prepared. It won’t help us until we’re close enough to put it to good use. They have too much of a lead.” 
 
    Rains nodded and tapped the display. “I think this is our best bet. If it looks like we’ve been spotted, then you can pour it on.” He tapped his comm. “Richard, we may need to kick into high gear in a hurry, keep everyone close to their crash couches, okay?” 
 
    “Copy that, Peacemaker. We’re all settled in. Give us a heads-up when it’s close to go-time,” Fontenot replied. 
 
    Rains signed off and looked to Cargill. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “For the time being, nothing. Right now, it’s slow cat after slower mouse. We just have to hope they don’t notice us,” Cargill said. “You should get some rest. You look beat.” 
 
    Rains checked the time. Had everything happened that fast? In spite of the short timeframe, Rains felt like he had run a marathon. “Good advice,” Rains said. 
 
    “I’ll let you know the second anything changes,” promised Cargill. 
 
    Rains descended the ladder from the bridge, moved to the cargo area, down the hall to grab a fresh jumpsuit from his go-bag, then hit the bay’s shower. Under thrust he could afford to clean up the old-fashioned way instead of the mist and artificial cyclone that had to be used in zero G. The scalding water sluiced the day from him as much as could be expected. 
 
    What does Kr’et’Socae want that justifies the trouble of kidnapping Bes and Sabine? And why the sudden change in tactics? Was this his fault? Rains wondered. He breathed deep to let the steam clear his sinuses. If I had a bottle of Amos’ Cajun sauce, I wouldn’t have to worry about it. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the heat had worked its magic and loosened up the knotted muscles in his neck and shoulders. He dried off, put on the clean jumpsuit, and spent a few minutes stretching to work out the last of the kinks, still feeling the uncomfortable pull from his injuries on Gorton Station. Then he headed for his bunk. After tossing and turning for half an hour, Rains gave it up as a bad job. Too tired to sleep. 
 
    He got up and thought about returning to the bridge but shook his head. Cargill’s a man of his word. No need to get underfoot. Instead, he dropped by the Cajuns’ bay. Like the experienced mercs they were, all four were sound asleep. Not wanting to wake them, Rains headed down to what Cargill had described as his guilty pleasure, the ship’s library. 
 
    Secured against one bulkhead were floor-to-ceiling shelves that looked like real wood. Books lined the shelves, secured by brass chains. In the center of the wall was a fireplace with a holographic fire burning cheerily. Two worn but comfortable-looking leather armchairs faced the fireplace, flanking a small table, all securely fastened to the deck. Behind the chairs was an open space, and against the far wall was a built-in workspace and mounted displays set to look like art. The whole could have passed for an old-world gentleman’s study in any vintage drama. 
 
    Jackson looked at the books. Faux leather bindings and plastic pages, lightweight and fireproof, but covering a range of topics. Kennedy’s The Role of Guilds in Galactic Politics, Ikenberry’s A History of the Peacemakers and On the Founding of Kleve. Wandrey’s The Four Horsemen, as well as many others, most of which had been required reading at the Academy. Wolf, Osborne, Ezell, Steverson…Rains did a double take when he saw A Compendium of Demonic Iconography in Galactic Archaeological Sites by someone named Rath. There was Arctic Survival Skills by Ibson. Finally, he picked up a somewhat worn volume: The Ptolemaic Wars. 
 
    Cargill is quite the historian, thought Rains. 
 
    Jackson settled into one of the wing chairs and started to read. Warmth radiated from the fire. Within minutes, Rains was asleep. 
 
    A persistent beep jolted Rains from his nap. He slapped at his slate groggily. “Rains. Go.” 
 
    “Peacemaker,” said Cargill. “Looks like we’ve been spotted. The transport is making a break for the belt. We aren’t as close as I’d like, but it’s the best we could do. Ready for some high G?” 
 
    Rains was instantly awake. “Let’s do this. On my way to the bridge. Two minutes.” 
 
    Klaxons rang throughout the Ptolemy. “This is Captain Cargill, prepare for high-G maneuvers in three minutes. Repeat, three minutes. All crew to crash couches.” 
 
    Rains commed Fontenot. “We’re closing in, Richard. As soon as we secure from high G, you boys suit up.” 
 
    “Roger that, Jackson. We’ll be ready,” said Fontenot. 
 
    Rains arrived on the bridge and strapped in. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Cargill. “ETA to intercept is around forty minutes at full burn.” Rains settled back as Cargill hit the klaxon again. “High-G maneuvers in thirty seconds,” he said. On the captain’s board, Rains saw several indicators turn green. “High G in five, four, three…” When Cargill reached one, Rains felt an enormous pressure as the thrust of the Ptolemy moved from a sedate half G all the way up to the survey ship’s maximum. The heavy acceleration made his ribs and shoulder remind him they were not quite healed, starting with a dull ache and moving up to an agonizing throb. For the next forty minutes all Rains could do was hang on and fight to breathe. He watched as they neared transport on the monitor. Suddenly, the pressure eased, and he could move again. Cargill adjusted Rains’ display. 
 
    “You have comms,” he said. 
 
    “Unidentified transport, this is Peacemaker Jackson Rains aboard the survey ship Ptolemy, you are ordered to power down and stand-to for boarding and inspection.” 
 
    “Or what?” came back the heavily accented English. “I think you’ll just have to come on and catch me.” 
 
    Jackson watched Cargill curse as the transport maneuvered around one of the larger asteroids at the edge of the belt. 
 
    “He has a point,” said Jackson, starting to unstrap. “I guess we get to see how Bruno does after all.” 
 
    There was a beep as the display changed. Somewhere in the little ship, Rains heard the whirr of machinery. “Strap in!” Cargill yelled as he maneuvered the ship around the same asteroid. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Rains, trying to familiarize himself with the display. 
 
    “Plasma cannon,” said Cargill. 
 
    Rains stared at him. 
 
    “What?” asked Cargill. “Space is a dangerous place, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “I’m going to buy you a drink.” He keyed the comm again. “Transport, stand down and heave-to now or you will be fired upon. You have ten seconds to comply.” Rains started counting down. 
 
    “I hope you’re a good shot,” said Cargill. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” came over the comm. “Like that old bucket of bolts has any—” 
 
    Rains worked the controls and bolts of plasma lit up the sky all around the transport. 
 
    “Okay, okay! Standing down! Stop shooting!” screamed the voice. 
 
    Rains tapped the internal comm. “Richard, meet me at the airlock. It’s party time!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sin’Kura’s Shuttle 
 
      
 
    Bes held Sabine’s hand as the engines ignited, lifting the shuttle and pressing them into their seats as the pilot poured on the power. Sabine cried softly, pressing her face into ‘Bastian’s soft fur, hugging the toy tightly with her other arm. She let out a small scream as the shuttle bucked through some turbulence and squeezed Bes’ hand. 
 
    They could hear Sin’Kura talking on the comm over the noise of the flight. “Shuttle two, you are clear to deliver package. Remember, my boss may try to trick you, so you must stay radio silent once you are clear to earn your bonus.” 
 
    The shuttle lurched sideways, prompting another small scream from Sabine. Bes felt her relax slightly when ‘Bastian started to vibrate, giving off a slight buzz. 
 
    Yeorgi turned a shade of green and bent double to press his forehead against the seat in front of him. With the next lurch, he scrambled for a vomit bag and made sick sounds. 
 
    Sin’Kura stepped into the passenger area, bracing herself lightly inside the doorway. 
 
    “I trust you will not foul the shuttle, Mr. Romanov? We should leave the atmosphere soon for zero gravity.” 
 
    Yeorgi looked up miserably, closing the bag and wiping his mouth with a towel from the kit. “I’ll be fine. I get airsick, not spacesick,” he said through clenched teeth as he reached for another bag. 
 
    “And how are our guests?” Sin’Kura said. 
 
    “It will take more than a little shake to trouble us. If I were you, I’d be more worried about what happens when the Cajuns catch this shuttle,” said Bes. 
 
    “By the time they look we will be on the other side of the planet. But we haf left them with something to chase should they prove more resourceful. We can count on Peacemaker Rains at least to react first and think second.” She bared her fangs in parody of a Human smile. “Do you have other questions? No?” Bes gave the alien a withering look. The smile widened slightly. “Good.” Sin’Kura returned to the cockpit. 
 
    The Torvasi, as usual, said nothing. 
 
    As the Sirra’Kan promised, the ride smoothed out as the shuttle moved out of the atmosphere, performing a series of maneuvers before settling into a new course. 
 
    Bes turned to Yeorgi. “Where are you taking us?” she asked. 
 
    “Am not taking you anywhere. Am along for ride,” he said. “Should have been collecting my money and drinking with Lev by now. But Lev got shot, and I am here as babysitter. Now be quiet.” 
 
    Bes sat back and put her arm around Sabine. “What do they want, Nana?” 
 
    “Something from your Uncle Jackson, child. Don’t you worry none, they’ll be after us as soon as dey can.” 
 
    “Will they let us go if he gets it for them?” Sabine asked. 
 
    “No,” said Yeorgi, “they will stuff you in recycler or sell you as slave or food for Besquith.” 
 
    The look Bes gave Yeorgi could have vaporized a small planet. “Don’t you pay what he says no mind, now. You pay attention to what I’m telling you. We’re gonna be fine. Jac-son and Amos and the rest of the family ain’t gonna give up on us. They’re comin’. Our job now is to stay safe as we can and be ready when dey do. Jac-son will bring the Peacemakers, too.” 
 
    “Fantasy,” said Yeorgi. “The Peacemakers care nothing for one old woman and a little girl.” 
 
    Bes smiled. “Dey didn’t tell you who you snatched, did dey? You probably right, unless dey family.” 
 
    Bes saw hesitation on the big man’s face. So, they didn’t tell him who they were kidnapping then. Maybe she could drive a wedge in there. “I hope you’re getting paid really well, because the people you just decided to tangle with ain’t never gonna stop,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah!” said Sabine. “And my Uncle Jackson is gonna put you in jail for ever and ever!” 
 
    Yeorgi looked thoughtful but shrugged. “Is not the first time that has been tried.” He pulled a magazine from behind one of the seats. “Now, be quiet. It will be bad for you if I must tell you again.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sin’Kura unbuckled the safety harness and flowed out of her seat with a languid stretch. Everyone in the cabin looked away lest they incur her wrath. She smiled at their discomfort. She was an attractive Sirra’Kan, and that meant she was an attractive humanoid to a variety of species. She wore an outfit that accentuated her femininity without impairing her movement during physical combat. 
 
    Done stretching, she moved to the console and put one clawed hand on the shoulder of the Zeewie operator. The creature trembled at her touch. Sin’Kura reveled in the terror a simple touch could evoke. 
 
    “Bring up the Ptolemy on optics,” she purred into his ear. 
 
    The Zeewie threw her a frightened glance and hurriedly whispered, “Yes, mistress.” His fingers flew across the controls, and in a few heartbeats the Tri-V lit up with the sight of the ship in flight. The reaction thrusters were wide open, and the ship was heading away from Earth. 
 
    “Go catch your quarry, Peacemaker,” she said to the retreating image, smirking. She thrilled in the chase: predator and prey. 
 
    Sin’Kura glanced down, thinking of her captives. Her smile grew. Perhaps she would get to play with them before Kr’et’Socae killed them. She shrugged and put them out of her mind. 
 
    “Open a laser to the Gendrus,” she ordered the Zeewie. His trembling increased. This time it annoyed her. “What?” she barked. 
 
    “Apologies, mistress,” he whined. “I cannot from this console. Only the communications panel can manipulate the comms laser.” 
 
    She blinked, then laughed. “Oh, well, why didn’t you say so?” She punched him lightly in the arm. With an abrupt turn that caused the Zeewie to squeak, Sin’Kura moved to the communications console. Once it was clear he had survived the encounter, the Zeewie operator passed out from relief. 
 
    Again, she considered the two Humans. If it wouldn’t bring down Kr’et’Socae’s wrath, she would rather space the pair. But that was a confrontation Sin’Kura wasn’t ready to have. For now, her plans and Kr’et’Socae’s aligned. Once she had the Te’Warri throne and her brother’s killer in chains at her feet, then she could look at crossing Kr’et’Socae. She smiled at the daydream as she reached the communications console. 
 
    “Open a laser to the Gendrus,” she ordered the comm tech. The Zuul nodded and initiated the link. Once the amber indicator flashed green, he gestured to Sin’Kura. The display flashed with the image of a Bakulu. Supposedly you could tell them apart by their shell designs, but they all looked alike to her. Thankfully, this one had green metal rank bands on its eyestalks. 
 
    “Captain Lakanto, this is Sin’Kura. We have two guests. Please make preparations to depart and get their accommodations ready.” 
 
    The captain bobbed its eyestalks in acknowledgement. “As you wish, Princess.” 
 
    Sin’Kura narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t tell if he was being deferential or sarcastic. The translation pendant didn’t give her enough of a clue. 
 
    “I don’t need to remind you what our patron will do to you if our guests come to harm, do I?” Sin’Kura said. 
 
    The Bakulu waved several pseudopods in agitation. “Don’t threaten me, Princess. I’ve been working for him longer than you have.” Sin’Kura smiled. This was sentiment she didn’t have to guess at. 
 
    “No disrespect, Captain,” she said demurely. “I just wish to remain intact, as I am sure you do, too.” Her tone seemed to have placated him. “We are en route and should be there on time. Please get ready to jump.” 
 
    She waved to cut the transmission. The Zuul terminated the laser. 
 
    Sin’Kura looked out of the forward display. This particular model transport didn’t have front windows, so the forward bulkhead was covered in large Tri-V displays. For several minutes she watched them while the small crew continued about their business. She nodded at nothing in particular, then headed back to her seat before they hit full weightlessness. Her boots barely made a sound. She had paid some serious credits for the designer clothes to be shipped from her home world. The soft magnetic soles were all the rage on the Te’Warri yachting circle. Soon enough, she would have her enemies kissing them. 
 
    “Do you require anything, mistress?” her bodyguard asked her. She couldn’t remember his name. There were six of them in a sibling-bonded group. So, legitimately, they all did look alike. She thought she ought to paint numbers on their armor. 
 
    “Give me a nutrient bulb,” she said. “A red one. I like them best.” 
 
    The guard passed her one of the drink containers, and she flipped up the end. As she sucked on the bulb, dark thoughts swirled through her mind as she ran through the scenarios where she might get to hunt a Peacemaker. Distracted as she was in her fantasies, she barely noticed when they docked with the Gendrus. 
 
    She had no idea how Kr’et’Socae had managed to get his claws on a ship with internal shunts. Then Sin’Kura corrected herself. She knew he had deep ties throughout the Galactic Union. Some of the logistical support she had seen had surprised her. He had containers full of red diamonds and a seemingly endless supply of F11. Some of the shopping trips she had been sent on were astounding. She could easily buy the throne of Te’Warri with what she had personally handed to various bureaucrats in various guilds. 
 
    She unbuckled and managed to move gracefully to the hatch in the zero G. The Zeewie crewman already had it open and stood back to let her pass. She glanced back. “Bring the guests along.” Then she was through the hatch. A minor functionary of Captain Lakanto’s was there to meet her. Sin’Kura wasn’t sure what the Cochkala actually did for the captain. She much preferred the Blevin to the Cochkala, who looked too much like the wildlife on Te’Warri, and Sin’Kura always had an overwhelming desire to hunt him. Her eye flashed red, which caused the crewman to involuntarily take a step back. “These are our guests. I trust their accommodations are ready?” 
 
    “They are,” said the Cochkala, taking in the three Humans and their Torvasi guard. He touched his slate, and the guard’s device chimed. “I’ve included the route if it’s needed. They’ve been assigned an empty crew pod on deck three. The door code is included, and the room has been provisioned.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Sin’Kura nodded to one of the Torvasi. “Take them to their quarters and lock them in. Stand guard until relieved.” Then she said something to him in a different language. 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” he replied, then gestured to the Humans. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Um, mistress, the captain extends his regards and asks that you join him in the ready room for the transition to hyperspace,” the Cochkala said quickly. 
 
    “Lead on,” Sin’Kura said. “I’m right behind you.” She gave him a toothy smile. His nervousness aroused her. She glided after his retreating form. The rails lining the corridor provided handholds for propelling themselves in zero G and making minor adjustments to keep from bouncing off walls. Sin’Kura moved as if she had been born in zero G, making only the smallest corrections with the lightest of touches on the rails. 
 
    Two of her Torvasi were already in the cabin. She gave the two following her a brief glance to confirm they were still with her. She strapped herself into a comfortable seat as the captain came in from the far side hatch. 
 
    “Princess, you made good time up from the surface,” he said. 
 
    “Any motion from the Ptolemy?” she asked. 
 
    “It will make contact with the decoy shortly,” he said, looking at her with one eye stalk while another looked at a console array. Several pseudopods punched at controls and the Tri-V displayed the position of the ships and lines projecting the point of intercept. “Do you want to stay and watch?” The other eyestalk turned so both were focused on her. 
 
    She thought for a moment, tempted to stay and taunt Rains, but she didn’t want to wait for the communications lag. “Let’s be off,” she said finally. 
 
    “Very well.” He flipped a toggle. “Bridge, this is the captain. Go ahead and jump.” 
 
    Sin’Kura sat back as the universe unmade itself. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bes woke as the shuttle bumped and there was a clunk of locks engaging. 
 
    Must have nodded off, she thought. 
 
    One of the transport’s Zeewie crew moved quickly through the passenger compartment to open the door. A moment later, Sin’Kura floated into compartment and to the door, followed by her Torvasi bodyguards. 
 
    Bes heard movement in the cockpit but wasn’t able to see anyone. 
 
    Sin’Kura glanced back. “Bring the guests along.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress,” the Torvasi answered, then turned to the Humans. “Put these on,” he said, handing each of the Humans a set of magnetic “boots” that adjusted to their feet with Velcro straps. He nodded as they complied. “Good. This way.” 
 
    Yeorgi started to ask a question, but Sin’Kura had already moved through the door. Until now, they had never seen her hurry. 
 
    The Torvasi herded the three Humans through the door into an airlock with “Gendrus” stenciled on the wall, then motioned for them to wait as Sin’Kura spoke briefly with a Cochkala. After a few minutes, she seemed satisfied. “Take them to their quarters and lock them in. Stand guard until relieved.” Then she added something in another language, staring at Bes with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Come with me,” the Torvasi said. It led them down several ladders and through a pair of corridors. Bes held tight to Sabine’s hand while the child looked cautiously at the ship and the crew as they moved about their business. ‘Bastian was constantly looking about with his three eyes, and Bes saw he had clamped a claw through the harness on Sabine’s Peacemaker uniform. Yeorgi followed them, managing to look both menacing and bored. They reached their destination, and the guard punched a code into a screen, then motioned them into a room with four sleeping compartments. 
 
    Bes looked at Yeorgi apprehensively. “Please,” she said to the Torvasi, “put us in separate rooms.” 
 
    He ignored her, opened a cupboard in the wall, and pointed to the lower shelf. “Food.” Then he pointed at some bottles on the next shelf. “Water.” He pushed a button and a monitor at the end of the room came to life showing a course plot and the image of another ship headed out of the system. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Bes. 
 
    “Peacemaker,” was all he said before leaving and closing the door behind him. It locked with a click. 
 
    Yeorgi laughed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Captured Shuttle, Kuiper Belt, Earth System 
 
      
 
    Rains unbuckled and headed for the airlock, stopping just long enough to put on his armor. He heard a whump as the Ptolemy docked with the transport and cursed himself for not planning better so he was already prepared when he got the call from Cargill. Fortunately, his BAMF armor was designed to be put on quickly, so he was outfitted in minutes and caught up to the Cajun squad at the airlock. 
 
    Jackson snapped down his visor, enabling the connection to his rifle. The HUD sprang to life. He quickly checked that he was reading the Cajuns and had a link to the Ptolemy. “We’re ready Cargill. Anything new?” 
 
    “All clear here, Peacemaker.” 
 
    All four Cajuns had green indicators in his HUD, but he still asked, “Ready?” Four “Ayes” came back. He nodded to Guidry, who ran the bypass for the airlock. The shuttle doors opened, and the team went into action. Trahan tossed a remote into the shuttle that floated in the zero G. It bounced off the far bulkhead and ran a scan of the transport. Rains held his breath as the scanned image appeared in his HUD. Except for the pilot sitting at the controls with his hands raised and a small box on one of the passenger seats, the transport was empty. 
 
    “Go!” Rains said. 
 
    The Cajuns passed two by two into the transport and within seconds had the pilot restrained. Above the door to the cockpit was a banner that read “Fast Transport Inc. If the cash is there we do not care.” 
 
    “I’m going to sue your ass! You have no right to—” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Rains. “Benoit, check the transport logs. Trahan, check that package for explosives.” 
 
    “Explosives?” said the pilot. “I don’t got no explosives!” 
 
    While Benoit worked through the flight systems, Trahan ran a sensor over the package. Rains took a knee next to the pilot who was starting to look a little wide eyed at the assault rifle casually resting on the floor near his head. 
 
    “Where are your passengers?” Rains asked. 
 
    “I never had any,” he said. “I was paid to land in a swamp and a cat-lady with a creepy cyber-eye gave me that package. She said it was a prank and some guy she worked with would probably chase me down to get it. She said you were a rich corporate type who would probably pretend to be a Peacemaker and that I was to just keep going. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “When you were ordered to stand down I transmitted my credentials. You should have stopped then.” Rains looked to Trahan, who shook her head. 
 
    “All clear,” she said. “But look…” Written on the package was “Jackson Rains.” 
 
    Rains keyed his comm. “Cargill, back trace this transport to where you first picked it up. The pilot claims he met up with another shuttle.” 
 
    “On it,” said Cargill. 
 
    Benoit chimed in, “He has the computer locked out. I can break in, but it will take some time.” Rains pulled the pilot to his feet by his collar and handed him off to Guidry. 
 
    “Unlock it,” he said. Then to Guidry: “If he tries anything, shoot him.” 
 
    The pilot looked from one to the other. “You people can’t just—” 
 
    Rains turned him. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Pedro.” 
 
    “Look, Pedro, I can and will, but let’s say for a minute I believe you aren’t involved in this other than being hired to deliver a package. The best way for you to convince me is to cooperate.” 
 
    “I know my rights!” said Pedro. 
 
    “Have it your way,” said Rains. He turned to Benoit. “Break it. Don’t mind the damage.” 
 
    “Wait!” said Pedro. “I’ll open it. Cut me loose.” 
 
    Rains nodded to Guidry, who unlocked Pedro’s restraints, but kept him covered. Pedro moved to the console and unlocked it. Benoit scanned through the logs. Her head snapped back to Pedro. “No sign of a meet-up with another ship,” she said. 
 
    Pedro dove for the console, but Guidry was faster, slamming him in the back of the head with the butt of his rifle. Pedro dropped like a stone and Guidry restrained him again. As he knelt there, he noticed a thin trickle of green coming from Pedro’s mouth. “Richard!” he called and tried to find a pulse. 
 
    Fontenot checked Pedro over, but shook his head. “Dead,” he said. “Looks like he had a suicide capsule.” He scraped a sample into a vial for analysis. 
 
    They searched the rest of the transport and found a gun in a quick-draw holster under the console but nothing else. Jackson opened the box and pulled out a chip. Jackson pocketed it to examine back on the Ptolemy. 
 
    “All right, team, back to the barn. We’ll leave the transport here, and I’ll request a forensic crew to come out and retrieve it and the body,” he said. Rains keyed his comm. “Cargill, we’re headed back. Anything on your end?” 
 
    “No, Peacemaker, but I have the computer trying to backtrack the transport from where I first picked it up. What’s our course?” 
 
    “Back to Earth, for the time being.” 
 
    Rains immediately headed for his small cabin. He took out the chip and slotted it into his slate. 
 
    There was only one file, named “Rains’ Eyes Only.” Rains scanned the file for electronic traps, then opened it. Kr’et’Socae looked at him from his slate. 
 
    “Rains, I hope you are enjoying my little joke. Sadly, you’ve wasted your time,” the big Equiri said. “Now that you’ve had some time to think about my terms, I believe it’s time to fill you in on your mission. You have spent enough time being the Peacemakers’ puppet. 
 
    “In the restricted databases, you will find itinerary information for the members of the Peacemaker Council. It will appear as an encrypted file, most likely under the name of ‘Transit’ or something even less imaginative. I want you to access and copy those files, though being a Human, you probably won’t be trusted enough to read them. On this chip is a program that will verify that data. You won’t be able to transmit the files because of the encryption, but once you have obtained them and the program has authenticated them, it will give you the location to deliver the data in exchange for the lives of your friends. 
 
    “You see, I’m very close to accomplishing one of my larger goals and it’s only fitting that you help bring it to fruition.” Kr’et’Socae smiled into the camera, and Rains wanted nothing more than to see his head explode in a pile of gore. 
 
    “You, Peacemaker, are going to help me kill Guild Master Rsach.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Rains’ Quarters 
 
      
 
    His first reaction was a bark of startled laughter. Then he realized that Kr’et’Socae was serious, that he wanted—no, that wasn’t right. He expected Rains was somehow going to go along with what he wanted. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae was many things, but he wasn’t a fool. Until Rains met Amos and the Cajuns, the Peacemakers had been the closest thing he had to family. Recent revelations aside, he still believed in the mission of the Peacemakers. He questioned their motives and their methods, but the ideal still held up for him. 
 
    When he entered the foster system, he had found out that for a lot of people “family” was just another method of control. They loved you, except. They’d be there for you, unless. Think about the family. Everything would be better if you would just… 
 
    Rains had heard every version of those things, but there were only two that still made sense. Bes had told him to Be True. Not to anything that was defined for him, but to himself. The second was something his father had told him: You are what you do when it matters. 
 
    Now, more than ever it mattered. But far from the sense of security and purpose he longed for, when he thought about Sabine, he was back in the chair in the principal’s office when the news about his mother had broken him. It was years before he had forgiven her, forgiven his father, as if, somehow, they had died on purpose, simply to leave him alone. Rains knew that Bes was with Sabine, but he also knew that in her heart she would be asking the same questions he had struggled with. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae likely had his background from the leaked files, if he hadn’t known before, and he knew the Equiri wanted to hurt him for the death of his mate. Perhaps even for killing Thraff, but some things still didn’t add up. The former Enforcer had to still have agents within the Peacemaker Guild, otherwise there was no other way for him to have stayed ahead of the guild for this long. 
 
    So why use Rains? What was the long game? Kr’et’Socae had to gain something, Rains was just missing it. If he just wanted to kill me, I’d make it an even trade, he thought. If he wanted to disgrace me, there are easier ways to accomplish that, too. 
 
    Rains kept examining the situation, turning it over in his mind. He worried at it like the socket of a missing tooth; every time he touched it, he felt an ache, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
    For the sake of argument, let’s say I do what he wants. 
 
    Rains had no illusions that handing Rsach to Kr’et’Socae on a silver platter would change anything between the former Enforcer and himself. If Rains did that and succeeded, then Rains would be as infamous as the Equiri. But it was also a two-edged sword. It would do a great deal of damage to the reputation of the Peacemakers. Likewise, it would damage humanity’s image, but only within the current structure of the current Union. In some places, the estimation of humanity would benefit, infamy and fame walking hand-in-hand. 
 
    And if I refuse, those things are also true. 
 
    Rains would be seen as a failure, ineffective, perhaps even within the Peacemakers, but the Galactic Union at large couldn’t care less. 
 
    No, my personal reputation and humanity’s image can’t be the goal. 
 
    The small percentage of beings who cared would be evenly split between “look at the coward” and “look how noble he was to sacrifice his family.” And it was a negligible number of people. 
 
    Rains chuckled. Who was the third man to walk on the moon? 
 
    He shook his head. The only tangible benefit Rains could see was that while he was working to rescue Bes and Sabine, he wasn’t on the board doing other things. Obviously, Kr’et’Socae was interested in Snowman, but Force 25 wasn’t ready to move yet. There was still a lot of work to integrate the Trenta Knights, and even more in consolidating their new base of operations on Snowmass. 
 
    That can’t be it either. 
 
    He had to get more information. He needed to access Kr’et’Socae’s full file. It had been sealed after he was imprisoned, and Rains’ level of access hadn’t allowed him to read it. 
 
    If Rsach were killed, then the Peacemaker Council would select a new guild master. How does that benefit Kr’et’Socae? 
 
    It would certainly disrupt Peacemaker operations. There would be a lot of maneuvering, but it wouldn’t do any significant damage. Even with a prolonged debate, the wheels would only slow, not stop, without a guild master. Besides, given their methods recently, Rains wasn’t so sure a shakeup would be the worst thing that could happen. Rains felt a moment of shame for even considering it. 
 
    The first thing I need to do is figure out where Sin’Kura took them. And until I do, I have to plan for how to get my hands on those files. He couldn’t consider giving them to Kr’et’Socae. That was unthinkable, but if he needed them to get Sabine’s location, maybe he could discuss it with Hak-Chet… 
 
    Rains’ mind kept going back to what would happen if Rsach was no longer the guild master. He didn’t know much about how the council had changed in the past. Had any guild master been assassinated? That would be seen as a failure by the Enforcers, maybe even drive a wedge between the two groups within the Peacemakers. But they would still elect a new guild master and— 
 
    The thought suddenly hit Rains. A division between the Enforcers and Peacemakers would cause enough chaos to stop the guild cold, but it was still temporary unless Kr’et’Socae thought he could influence the selection process…That would mean… 
 
    To do that, Kr’et’Socae would need to have an agent on the Council. Jackson felt a chill. 
 
    If that’s true, Jackson thought, I can’t trust anyone in the Peacemakers. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    “All right folks! Listen up.” Amos looked around at the group. “I know y’all’re here for the party, but plans change. Someone decided to hit us. Didn’t work out so well for ‘em, but they got what they came for. They took Bes and Sabine. For now, we don’ know why or what dey want.” 
 
    There was an angry murmur as everyone tried to talk at once. “Family business!” shouted someone from the back. Amos held up his hands for quiet and got it. 
 
    “Too right. Family business. We was hit, and we’re gonna hit back, harder than anybody gonna believe, but this ain’t no time for pride. You’re all mercs, or close enough, and you know there’s family and there’s family.” Amos pointed to the Cajuns. “Family.” Then to the Olympians. “Family.” Then he pointed to Sebastian and Rikki, Tikki, and Tavvi. “Family. 
 
    “We all got family that’s blood and family we choose. If you in dis room, you already decided to put it all on da line. We do that on contract, but this time it’s personal, an’ we’re gonna kick some ass, I gar-on-tee! Blood for blood!” 
 
    “Blood for blood!” came the call from around the room. 
 
    “Now, anybody dat gonna be part of da problem instead of da solution can hitch up an’ ride now. I got no time for your shit!” Amos glared around the room, daring anyone to speak up. Nobody moved. 
 
    “Good. Here’s what we’ve got. The boys that hit us were hired hands, not mercs. By the body count, they had no idea what dey was walkin’ into. We only lost a few in spite of being hit with some heavy hardware, but that was still too many. A Sirra’Kan called Sin’Kura seems to be running the show.” 
 
    Amos nodded to BC, who brought up a holo-display. An image of Sin’Kura appeared, along with a stat sheet of all the information that could be found on the GalNet as well as some not so public databases. Alongside the image was footage from the cameras around the plantation. Babette highlighted the data node on the display so everyone could download the data as Amos continued. 
 
    “A few others of note.” Babette stopped the image on a burly, bearded man with close-cropped blond hair. “Yakov Smirnov of the Ukrainian Syndicate.” The display switched to a dark-haired man with pale eyes. “Hector Ramirez of the Bimbo Boyz; a group associated with several Mexican cartels, though neither of these groups has the financing to attract and field real mercs.” 
 
    Amos paused for a moment to let the scene play out. Bev gasped and turned away from the display as Ned Thomas was killed. 
 
    “This man,” Amos said, freezing on Ned’s killer, “is Ellison Hatfield. He’s a freelance fixer, and we think he’s the one dat hired the muscle. All four are priority targets, but we want ‘em alive till Bes and Sabine are safe. 
 
    “Last, Jac-son had a ship in orbit that was able to get a fix on a shuttle running for the belt and they went to run it down. We’re hopin’ dat the girls are on it, but it came out of the orbital clutter. We won’t count any chickens till dey in da pot. As soon as I know, den you know. Y’all’re gonna have your own sources, so get on ‘em. Coordinate anything you get back with BC—most of you know her. Those that don’t, BC handles our communications tech.” Amos nodded to Babette, and she waved. 
 
    “The Peacemakers have offered their support, but other than Jac-son, the best they can offer now is some help cutting red tape. Once we have more to go on, then it will be up to us to tell ‘em what we need. Any questions?” 
 
    “I got one!” Junkyard stood up. “We got a bunch of Olympians here and more coming, but we came loaded for a show, not combat. Right now, the most lethal thing we have with any range to it are the appliances Race was tossing around.” There was a general chuckle. “If we’re looking at real action, we’re going to need something better than the popguns we carry for the shows.” 
 
    “We thought about that,” said Amos. “Greasy, want to take that one?” 
 
    Greasy stepped up with Bev DiMara next to him. “That goin’ to give us some problems. Most of you have modified your CASPers so heavily that refitting them with a standard weapons load is going to be a pain.” 
 
    There was a general rumble of protest as all the Olympians tried to talk at once. 
 
    “All right now, settle down!” Greasy shouted, then gestured at Bev with his coffee cup. “This is Bev DiMara, she came in with Peacemaker Rains, and is a whiz at control systems. She’s offered to help if we aim in that direction. So, we have the bays and plenty of parts. I can handle the mechanical end as long as you folks remember how to turn a wrench.” 
 
    Remmy spoke up from the back. “I believe ah can help with that.” 
 
    “Bev, what do you need from us?” Greasy said. 
 
    Bev looked at the expectant faces. “Mostly what I’ll need is a recent system diagnostic. If you have those available for your CASPers that gets us a step closer. Greasy showed me the historical diagnostics for those of you participating in the Binnig program, but that’s geared for performance. If you don’t have one, we can run them, Ned and I—” Bev choked up for a moment, remembering Ned. “We brought our gear, and we can patch into the Cajuns’ equipment. Some customizations can’t be removed based on what I’ve seen, but resetting the control interfaces to handle standard MACs shouldn’t be too difficult. We should set up a grid to cross reference capabilities. What I really need is a program that can handle all the variables—” 
 
    “I believe I can help with that, too,” said Remmy again. 
 
    “All right, folks!” said Amos. “Let’s do what we can while we find out which way we need to jump. If no one has anything else?” The bay was silent. “Then let’s get to work!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Regional Headquarters 
 
    Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Look, Selector, I’m not sure how many ways you want me to say the same thing. I’m very tired of being ten steps behind. Access to Kr’et’Socae’s file may have something we’ve overlooked, something that will give us a clue as to where he’s taken them. I don’t see what the issue is.” 
 
    Rains leaned over the work surface that served Hak-Chet as a desk and glowered at his mentor. 
 
    “Jackson, I’m intimately familiar with that file, trust me when I tell you there isn’t.” 
 
    “Let me see for myself.” 
 
    “Those files were sealed for a reason.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Need to know,” he replied tersely. 
 
    “I do need to know,” Jackson said. “Frankly, if you had been more careful with my file, we wouldn’t have this issue. You told Amos you would help. So, help!” 
 
    Hak-Chet stepped from his perch and went to stare out the window at the Peacemaker Regional Headquarters, or PMRHQ, campus. Outside, the day was gray and glowering. Low clouds and fog moved across the Houston skyline. Rains watched as Hak-Chet stared out the window. Beads of moisture gathered and combined on the window, then ran down the glass as gravity pulled the larger drops down. 
 
    After a long moment, Hak-Chet finally spoke. “Very well. I will approve your access.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Rains approached the terminal. 
 
    “You won’t be able to access them here. Closed files are siloed,” Hak-Chet explained. 
 
    “Where then?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “The secure data center on Kleve.” 
 
    Jackson’s guts twisted into knots. That was what he’d expected, what he had hoped to hear. If there was any way to get at the files Kr’et’Socae wanted, the access would be in that facility, and Hak-Chet had just given him the opening he needed. Jackson felt a stab of conscience. It will be good to get a look at the Equiri’s file, though. And I have to get those files to get the girls’ location unless something else breaks loose. 
 
    Hak-Chet worked on his slate for a moment. Seconds later, Rains’ slate confirmed his access to the secure data center. 
 
    “Has your family come up with any new information?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    “They have lines on the two groups that attacked Sanctuary and on the leaders, Yakov Smirnov and Hector Ramirez. Both have gone to ground. Amos will be able to apply a lot of pressure, but when they realized they had started a war with a mercenary company they crawled into some deep, dark holes. I understand several of the Mexican cartels disavowed the Bimbo Boyz entirely. Amos wanted me to thank you for smoothing the road.” 
 
    “What do you expect he will do if he can’t find them?” asked Hak-Chet. 
 
    Jackson shrugged. “Whatever he has to. Whatever we have to. I think we’re going to have better luck finding Sin’Kura. She doesn’t seem the low-profile type. But the guys who did this are dead men. Amos and the boys have been in the game for a long time, and every one of them knows a guy, fought with a guy, or did a favor for a guy who owes them for something. It may take some time, but wherever they’re hiding, if it’s on Earth, eventually they’ll get dug out.” 
 
    “Will not Earth’s local authorities object?” Hak-Chet cocked his head in interest. 
 
    Rains shrugged. “Welcome to the Wild West,” he said. “They will. They may even appeal to the Mercenary Guild or to us if it goes too far. Earth was once full of conflicting laws, still is in many places. Entry into the Galactic Union changed a lot, but the concept of ‘might makes right’ wasn’t one of them. Neither is the idea that money talks, and a successful merc company makes a lot of it. Not to mention, Amos’ family isn’t exactly poor. There’s a lot more in those swamps than alligator and crayfish. Besides, these are bad men associated with other bad men. The groups these people are a part of can cause smaller local governments problems. If the Cajuns take care of those problems, well, very few people complain when someone else shows up to take out the trash.” 
 
    “You sound like you approve,” Hak-Chet said. 
 
    “Whether I approve or not won’t stop the storm that’s coming. Just because the Cajuns claim me as family doesn’t change who they are. They respect the boundaries I work under. I return the favor by not expecting them to adopt them, and, as you said yourself, it’s personal.” 
 
    “Semantics,” said the selector. “Professor Flint would be proud, but it doesn’t change that what you are really saying is that the ends justify the means. I hope we have trained you better than to accept that.” 
 
    “Selector, I—” 
 
    Rains’ slate beeped. Jackson glanced at the message and nodded. 
 
    “I have to go, Selector. Time and launch windows wait for no one.” 
 
    “I understand, Jackson. Farewell.” 
 
    Rains headed for the door. “To answer your last question, I think there are times when the end does justify the means, but I think both the means and the end need to be considered carefully. I don’t think it’s ultimately about either the means or the end, it’s about judgement. So, I think you’re asking the wrong question.” 
 
    “Oh?” Hak-Chet said. “What question should I be asking?” 
 
    “When it’s all over, can you live with it?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Remmy’s Workshop 
 
    New Orleans, Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    Remmy slid a beer across the scarred steel worktable. Jackson ignored it for a moment, squinting at the man in the darkened shop. 
 
    “So, how do you propose we go about getting into the mainframe?” Jackson asked. 
 
    Remmy took a long pull of his Abita Andygator, savoring the full-bodied lager. He set it on the table, then leaned back in his chair and grinned. “Well, I plan on walking in the front door.” 
 
    “How do you plan to do that?” Jackson asked. He was trying hard not to let his irritation show. He needed Remmy to get this harebrained idea to work. 
 
    “Since we’re about to do this,” Remmy said, “and it doesn’t appear you’re afraid to get your hands dirty, I know some guys off-world who can get us some equipment to bypass security.” 
 
    “What kind of people?” Jackson asked, narrowing his eyes warily. 
 
    Remmy took another swig of his Abita and watched Jackson out of the corner of his eye. “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    He sat back and glanced around the shop. He could see parts from Binnig, boxes with elSha script, even some containers with Besquith markings. He looked back at Remmy and sighed. “Yeah, I want to know. I’m in this for the duration. So, no matter what we do, it’s going to come back on me.” Jackson finally reached for his beer and took a drink. 
 
    Remmy seemed satisfied with that. He took another drink of his beer and leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    Remmy held up three fingers. “We need three things. First, we need the schematics for the data warehouse in the Peacemaker facility.” He pulled down his index finger. “Next, we need to get the security access codes for the data warehouse itself.” He pulled down his ring finger leaving his middle finger extended. “And finally, I need to get a pinplant software upgrade.” He put down his last finger. 
 
    Rains cocked his head. “A pinplant upgrade? What for? Are you having an issue?” 
 
    Remmy laughed. “Nah. The Kali Boys have put out a new package for slicing ice.” 
 
    “Ice?” Rains looked confused. “Why would we want to slice ice?” 
 
    Remmy spit beer on the floor, laughing. “Ice. You know, computer security? Do you live under a rock? Have you never read William Gibson?” Remmy pulled out a shop towel and cleaned up the floor. 
 
    Rains squinted at Remmy. “You know I don’t have pinplants, right?” 
 
    Remmy shrugged. “I can’t help it if you’re handicapped,” he said with a grin. “You know, we can get that taken care of where we are goin’. I know a Wrogul—Squiddy does excellent work.” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “I like my brain exactly the way it is. I don’t need some alien in there monkeying around with me. Besides, guild policy for Humans is still no pinplants. I couldn’t get them if I wanted them. If I had ‘em they’d be disabled.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I love my pinplants. I couldn’t imagine not having them. Especially when you can get augmented software packages. It’s like having a new set of eyes.” 
 
    “It’s no different than a slate or a good wrist comp,” Rains said. 
 
    Remmy held his hands up and rotated them to show there was nothing in his hands. The lights in the shop dimmed, a holo-projector came to life above the table showing Rains sitting in his chair holding a beer. The display was so crisp, Rains could see the condensation on his bottle. Remmy pointed his finger at Rains and his arm showed in the view. Rains was surprised. The image on the projection was coming from Remmy’s perspective. Then the image faded to a black and gray projection. A label appeared on the display. “UV only, 335-365 nanometers.” Then the image shifted to a mass of reds, purples, oranges, and yellows. The label changed to “IR only, 700-950 nanometers.” Then it turned off. 
 
    “See? Pinplants are useful.” Remmy snickered at his own joke. 
 
    “That’s fine for you. Can you really see in the UV and IR spectrums?” Rains asked. 
 
    “I had a nanite treatment after a mishap on a Haulers contract pulling some mercs out of a bad place a while back. Since then, I can process at either end of the visual spectrum. I don’t leave it on, as I lose depth perception on the IR side and UV-only makes me queasy, but both are whiz-bang in the shop. Nothing helps find a leak faster than looking at it in infrared,” Remmy explained. “And UV lets you highlight imperfections in materials that you can’t see in regular light. I have a flashlight that does IR only or UV only.” 
 
    “Seems useful,” Rains admitted. “But I can get some elSha glasses that do the same thing.” 
 
    Remmy shrugged. “It’s just one example. Pinplants speed up interfaces; they don’t make you superhuman. Besides, the average Joe can’t afford them.” Remmy took another pull of his beer. “So, where are we gonna find info on the security?” Remmy asked, bringing the conversation back to the plan. 
 
    “I have a line on a Peacemaker buddy who can probably get us the info we need for the data warehouse,” Rains said carefully. “We need to be careful about exposing my contact. I don’t want to get them in hock with the Peacemakers.” 
 
    Remmy gave his best imitation of a shark grin and held his hands up in mock surrender. “I’ll be careful, cher. Gar-on-tee.” He threw his empty bottle into the recycle bin. “You want another?” Remmy asked grabbing a fresh beer from the fridge. 
 
    Jackson held up his mostly full bottle. “I’m good.” 
 
    “So, your guy can get us the low-down on Kleve?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rains said. “Since the rioting on Kleve, the Peacemaker facility there has been mostly empty. This guy helped design the security there.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Remmy said. “Once we get to the facility, you’ll go in. I just need to be able to get somewhere I can jack into their local network. Then we slice some ice,” he said, smiling. 
 
    They heard the sound of an approaching shuttle. Both men got up and headed out to see who was arriving. It was a Peacemaker shuttle. The back ramp dropped as soon as the landing struts settled, and a Pushtal carrying a bundle exited the shuttle. He looked around, and, as soon as he spotted Rains, he made a beeline for him. 
 
    “Well met, Peacemaker,” the Pushtal said to him. 
 
    “Well met,” Rains responded. 
 
    “Greetings. What brings you out here?” Remmy asked eyeing the bundle. 
 
    “I have Ravak’s pups. Her mate has been notified.” With that, the Pushtal set down the bundle and lifted the mesh lid. Inside were two Besquith pups. He handed Remmy a backpack, nodded to Rains and returned to the shuttle. 
 
    The stunned men looked between the pups and the departing shuttle and then at each other. 
 
    “Congratulations, dad; it’s twins!” Remmy said with a grin. 
 
    Burton sauntered over to see what the commotion was about. As soon as he saw the Besquith pups, the big Lumar got down on his knees. He looked up at Remmy and Rains, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Can we keep them?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gendrus 
 
      
 
    ‘Bastian slowly stalked down the hall toward the Torvasi guard. Sabine peeked around the doorway to their compartment to watch. She avoided being seen as the Xiq’tal skittered the last dozen feet and raised himself into firing position. The little mech fired, white LEDs flashing as its tiny autocannon shredded the Torvasi with imaginary lasers. The guard took a quick step toward the toy, then fell to the floor, sticking his tongue out and making a horrible face. ‘Bastian turned as Sabine ran into the hallway and tried to run past the guard station as the mech made a “TA-DA” sound. 
 
    The Torvasi jumped to his feet and intercepted the running girl, wheeling her around. Sabine shrieked with laughter. The guard aimed her firmly back toward their quarters, shaking his head. 
 
    “Okay,” said Sabine. 
 
    Bes held her hand out to the girl. “Come on, child, let’s get washed up and have something to eat.” 
 
    ‘Bastian stepped up to the guard and held up both claws. 
 
    “He wants you to pick him up,” Sabine said. 
 
    The Torvasi regarded the toy, then stooped to pick it up. Sabine made a hugging motion. The guard held ‘Bastian in one arm and looked slightly surprised as the mech vibrated and made a purring noise. He set the crab back on the floor so it could run back to Sabine. 
 
    Bes regarded him as Sabine ran back to take her hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    The Torvasi nodded and gave her a slight smile that never reached his eyes. 
 
    “Waste of time,” said Yeorgi from the door to his compartment across the hall from theirs. He had moved after the first day. Bes was happy they didn’t have to share one of the tiny crew cabins with the casually brutal man, but the price was that they were locked in their room for all but a few hours each day, when they were allowed to use the facilities and exercise. “This—” he gestured at the toy and the Torvasi, “—accomplishes nothing. Do you think you are friends?” the Ukrainian asked. “That he will let you go?” 
 
    “Don’t you play with your children, Mr. Romanov?” said Bes. 
 
    “My children are silent, as they should be, and my women, too. Unless they are being useful,” Yeorgi said. 
 
    “What’s your pappy think of how you treat family?” Bes asked. 
 
    “I would kill him if I knew who he was,” he spat. 
 
    Bes was caught by a moment of sadness. She glanced at Sabine and missed her son, her Louie, more than ever. The boys all did their best, Amos in particular, in spite of…Well, that was water under the bridge. Even Jackson stepped up whenever he was home—but wasn’t none of them Sabine’s father. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr. Romanov. No one should have to grow up without a fath—” 
 
    Yeorgi crossed the hallway in two quick steps, surprising Bes, and caught her with a backhand that staggered her and sent her sprawling into their room. 
 
    Sabine ran to place herself in the doorway between Bes and Yeorgi. 
 
    “You leave my nana alone!” she screamed. 
 
    “If I want your pity, I will beat it out of you. I want nothing but your obedience,” he said. 
 
    Bes staggered to the door. Sabine looked from Yeorgi to the Torvasi guard, who was watching them. 
 
    “What? You think he will save you? He will do nothing unless you are truly harmed, and it is only a little pain.” Filled with adrenaline, Yeorgi stared the Torvasi in the eye. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    The Torvasi became a blur of motion, grabbed Yeorgi by the throat, took three quick steps, and slammed the big Ukrainian against the wall of the corridor, pinning him there, looking at him as if he were no heavier than a picture that refused to hang straight. Yeorgi kicked out and hammered at the guard’s arm with his fists, but the blows made no impression whatsoever. 
 
    “No,” the Torvasi said. “The mistress has instructed that the hostages are not to be harmed upon pain of death. But because she has extended her grace to you, I will give you this one warning.” 
 
    The guard continued to squeeze. Yeorgi turned purple as he gasped and clawed ineffectually at the Torvasi’s hand. 
 
    “If the time comes when the mistress orders that the prisoners be killed, then it is a duty I will perform, but I will take no enjoyment in the task.” 
 
    Bes shivered, thinking of him playing with Sabine. It was the most she had heard the alien say. 
 
    “But if she were to withdraw her grace from you, yours would be a death I would savor. Return to your duty in service of the mistress and do only what that duty requires. Do you understand?” 
 
    Yeorgi nodded frantically. The Torvasi simply dropped him, then turned to Bes and Sabine. “Do you require medical attention?” 
 
    “No. No, I’m all right,” said Bes. 
 
    The Torvasi inclined his head in a sort of bow, then returned to his post. 
 
    Yeorgi, gasping and wheezing, climbed to his feet and walked slowly down the corridor, using the wall for support. The look of pure hatred he gave them said plainly that he would kill them, or worse, should they lose the Torvasi’s protection. Not because they had seen Yeorgi beaten, but because they had witnessed something far worse. 
 
    They had seen Yeorgi’s fear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shuttle, En Route to Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Earth System 
 
      
 
    The shuttle trip to the Ptolemy was uneventful. Remmy whistled tunelessly, happy to be going off-world. It had been way too long since he had been on contract for the Intergalactic Haulers. Burton was unhappy at being left behind, but Remmy pointed out that someone needed to take care of the Besquith pups and help the Cajuns get back on track if they were going to be ready to deliver some payback. 
 
    Remmy reminded himself to pull down information on Besquith biology and upbringing to review during the upcoming jump into hyperspace. He set up a queue for queries in his pinplants. He added a query for Kleve and a download request for the next couple seasons of Passions Seven, the telenovela produced on the moon Eros. Man, the lead actress really could…act. 
 
    He glanced at Rains. He was sitting passively, eyes closed, in some sort of Peacemaker trance of mindfulness. It sounded a lot like the Japanese Ki meditation that old Kashuwaia Sensei would have them do. Anything that kept Rains on an even keel, Remmy was all for it. 
 
    Tia interrupted his reverie. “We’re approaching the Ptolemy. Docking in fifteen.” 
 
    Rains flicked the comm switch next to him. “Thank you, Tia.” He opened his eyes and met Remmy’s gaze. 
 
    “Did you have a nice nap?” Remmy asked with a smile. 
 
    Rains tipped his head to each side, like he was working out a kink. “Not hardly. I’ve been thinking about Kleve. The last report said minor gangs were running around setting themselves up as petty warlords.” 
 
    “What about the local authorities?” Remmy asked. 
 
    Tia interrupted them. “We are exiting atmo.” 
 
    Remmy felt the near weightlessness as they escaped Earth’s gravity. Only the shuttle’s thrust gave them any sense of weight and that was back, not down. 
 
    “I really missed this,” Remmy said. Rains looked a little green despite his dark skin. “Are you okay?” His concern was for the upcoming trip. They were going to be in space for a while and Rains couldn’t hide in the gravity section of the Ptolemy for the entire trip. 
 
    Rains took several deep breaths before answering. “Yeah, the transition throws me. I’ll get my space legs soon enough.” He smiled weakly. “To answer your question about locals, they only come out during the day. Or at night if the gangs start getting rough with civilians.” 
 
    “What about the Peacemakers? Did they leave a group on the planet?” Remmy asked. Surely there had to be some sort of order there. 
 
    Rains shook his head. “Any Peacemakers on the planet will be focused on protecting the data center only. Most pulled out, and that is what encouraged the gangs to act out. No one realized how much the Peacemakers propped up civility on the planet until they left. It turns out that the local government was slowly cutting the police force over several hundred years.” Rains shrugged then glanced up front. Remmy followed his gaze and saw they were approaching the Ptolemy. 
 
    The docking was smooth as silk, and, in no time, they were underway toward the gate. Once they stowed their gear, they met up in the galley. While they didn’t have a ton of space for luxurious cabins, the old Magellan-class survey ships did have a great galley. Remmy was poking at a coffee maker, trying to figure out how to select the roast, when Rains came in. 
 
    “Do you know how to work this thing?” Remmy asked. 
 
    Rains looked at the machine like he was seeing an old friend. “Oh yes, that is the most useful piece of equipment on the ship.” He poked two buttons, and, after a minute, a drink bulb popped out. Rains took it and grabbed a seat. Remmy repeated the sequence, and he was shortly sucking on a bulb. 
 
    “When the ship is in gravity, it will produce cups instead of bulbs,” Rains explained. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Remmy was impressed. He made a careful note of the model. “I’ll have to get me one.” 
 
    “Our first stop is Karma Station,” Rains said. “That’s where we will find my contact.” 
 
    “Then on to Karma itself. The best slice shops are planetside.” Remmy took a long pull of the coffee bulb. “Say, do you like telenovelas?” he asked. 
 
    They had time to kill, so Rains shrugged. “Sure, why not?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Regional Headquarters 
 
    Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
      
 
    Amos walked up the ramp to the main entrance of the Houston Peacemaker HQ, stopping to turn and wave to Tia Clayton as she exited the shuttle. She waved back, gesturing for Race to follow her. When Race had heard Amos was going to Houston, he asked to come along to see the Peacemaker HQ. Amos didn’t have any objection, so they cleared the visit, and Tia offered to give Race a tour while they waited for him. Amos had taken the selector at his word and requested an appointment to talk about his transport problem. Rather than have him schedule a commercial flight, Hak-Chet had sent Tia with the Peacemaker shuttle to pick them up. 
 
    The last week had been especially tough, but with support pouring in, Amos and the Cajuns were finally regaining their footing. Amos had started telling people “No.” 
 
    Once word had gotten out through the Olympian network, half the mercs the Cajuns had worked with wanted to sign on for a chance to ship out. He kept explaining it wasn’t a contract job. The offers slowed a bit after that, but they kept coming. And unless this Sin’Kura had an army, they had more manpower than they needed and far more than they could move. 
 
    Amos couldn’t help being nervous. Everything was going better than he thought it would. Jackson was off on the trail. Sanctuary was back up and rolling. Bev was working with Babette and Greasy on the new haptic suits. Hell, even Lem had come out of his haze and was helping. But Amos just couldn’t stop feeling like the bottom was going to drop out again. He’d complained about it to Junkyard. 
 
    Nolan had set down his overpriced scotch and fixed Amos with his best concerned friend look. “Amos, how long have we been doing this? Forty years? You’re still in the game, though you haven’t been doing much but sitting on your ass out here in the swamp lately. In all that time, I’ve never seen you turn down a contract that came to you for the right reasons. Not once. And it ain’t like you needed the money. How many times has the Delacroix Foundation written a check for a merc’s family when they bought it?” 
 
    “Got no idea what you talkin’ about, Colonel,” said Amos. 
 
    “All right. Point taken. But the old timers know better, and the Olympians are full of old timers. This is a chance for them to revisit their glory days for the right reasons. Get back in for one more roll of the dice. Are you surprised they jumped at it?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be, but I am.” Amos chuckled. The two men drank in silence for a while. “What are you going to do ‘bout that pup you’re babysitting?” Amos asked. 
 
    “Race?” asked Junkyard. “Roomeoo Bravoo’s in the house!” he teased. Then he got serious. “I don’t know. Race is a good kid, but he’s just starting to realize being a merc isn’t a game. He aced his VOWs and would have landed a great contract if his father hadn’t essentially had him blacklisted, but it probably would have gotten him killed. Everything is too easy for him.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s cocky all right. You think he’s ready?” 
 
    “He took out some of your bad guys by throwing old appliances.” Nolan laughed. “Ready? I don’t know. Were we ready? He just got kicked in the teeth. It’s real now. It bleeds. I want that to settle in a bit, then I’ll talk to him. May be a moot point. Raul isn’t going to let him go.” 
 
    “Probably for the best.” Amos knocked back his drink and poured another. “Is Raul still mad?” 
 
    Nolan sipped his drink. “That you ran off with his wife? Yeah, probably not the sort of thing he’ll get over.” 
 
    “You know damn well I didn’t know she was married till it was too late. It was a long time ago, and she went back. Does Race know?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Time to quit chasing clouds and get back to work. Amos shook his head and came back to the present. He passed through security, and the Peacemakers checked his identification. Then his guide arrived, one of the Pushtal who had visited Sanctuary with the selector. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    The Pushtal knocked twice, then stood aside as the door opened so Amos could enter. Hak-Chet said, “Welcome, Mr. Delacroix. I hope you don’t mind; I’ve asked Captain Lorm to join us.” 
 
    “Captain! This is a surprise! Good to see you. Your timing couldn’t be better. What brings you to our neck of the woods?” Amos stepped forward to shake the Cochkala’s hand. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, as it happens, but it seems we’re too late,” she said. 
 
    “Mr. Delacroix, before the attack on Sanctuary I’d intended to send Peacemaker Rains off-world on another matter, but since then we have been overtaken by events,” said Hak-Chet. 
 
    “Yeah, you can say that again. But that might work out anyway. Transport was what I came to see you about. Once Jac-son know where Bes and Sabine are, we need a way to get the boys into the action,” Amos said. 
 
    Captain Lorm gave Hak-Chet a look, and the selector nodded. “We’d be happy to take you on the Turunmaa once you have a destination. You have ten men, correct? It would be pretty tight, but we could load your CASPers into a cargo pod as long as you can have them ready,” she said. 
 
    Amos shook his head. “Do you have something bigger, or maybe a couple of ships? If credits are an issue I can pay. I tried looking for ships for hire first and there’s nothing commercial I’d trust right now. Turns out we have a bigger crew for this op. May turn into just us, but them as hit us don’t seem like the type to play around, and we’re loadin’ for bear.” 
 
    “What type of force are you looking to move, Mr. Delacroix?” asked the selector. 
 
    “As of now…” He thought for a moment. “Twelve squads of five, a Tort and two Flatar, an’ a mighty big Xiq’tal. Might be able to convert some of that to infantry, but I’d hate ta lose the options.” 
 
    “Are you going to war, Mr. Delacroix? Sixty CASPers seems extreme,” said Hak-Chet. 
 
    “Cajuns went to war the second they took one of ours, an no mistake. When it’s over ain’t no one gonna try it again. I gar-on-tee! The lord blessed us with a bunch of friends that want to come along.” 
 
    “I’d like to help,” said Captain Lorm, “but the Turunmaa is a corvette, not a battlewagon or cargo hauler. We just don’t have the space you need. If you find haulers, we’ll be happy to fly escort for you. Are you sure a smaller group won’t work?” 
 
    “I don’ know. It’s all in the wind right now. I’m just tryin’ to cover all the angles till we hear from Jac-son. Can I let you know?” Amos asked. 
 
    “If it’s soon,” Captain Lorm said. “I expect to be here a week, two at most.” 
 
    “Thank you both,” said Amos. “I’ll get back to you as soon as I have something.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma Station 
 
      
 
    Rains and Remmy waited for the lift to deposit them on one of the quiet sub-levels of Karma Station. Rains shifted a small, heavy package from one arm to the other. 
 
    “I don’t understand why we’re going to see this guy at work, especially if he works for a security firm,” said Remmy. 
 
    “Because Bridgwater is going to keep tabs on him. If we meet him off the books, then they get curious about what he’s doing. By going in straight we provide camouflage. It’s the same reason I’m not wearing the uniform today. We’re also telling them that we have a problem we’d rather not have people know about, which means if word gets out, then Bridgwater’s reputation is at stake.” 
 
    Remmy shook his head. “If you say so. Makes no damn sense to me.” 
 
    Rains continued, “My friend is going to do us a favor. Bridgwater will file it in a deep, dark hole, but if an opportunity to fix the problem comes up, they’ll expect a seat at the table. Everyone wins.” 
 
    “Sounds like first class bullshit.” 
 
    “Mostly that’s how contracts work. We agree to a contract, sign, then we set it in the middle of the floor and try to piss on each other without getting the contract wet.” 
 
    “What happened to your word and a handshake?” Remmy asked with a smirk. 
 
    “That’s the trick to it, you have to know before you start if the guy you’re dealing with is a shaker or a pisser.” 
 
    “What if you don’t?” 
 
    “Then you’re the guy who gets the contract wet,” Rains replied. 
 
    In an out of the way corner, away from the bars and merc pits, the gambling dens and other less savory amusements, one could find companies that handled the mundane but necessary tasks that pushed the bleeding edge forward. Behind the high profiles of mercenary companies, system spanning mega-corps, and Galaxy-spanning guilds were a world of small, specialized firms for just about any service someone might need. But it was a world that worked as much on favors and reputation as on cold, hard credits. Worked, surprisingly well, on the Human adage of “it’s not who you are, but who you know.” For systems security, those who knew and could afford it went to Bridgwater Security. 
 
    They entered the lobby and a tall mustached Human with brown hair and an easy smile came out of a side office to greet them. That earned him an arch look from the capable-looking woman sitting behind the reception desk. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains, Mr. Bouchard. Welcome to Bridgwater Security. I’m Patrick Bridgwater. What can we do for you?” the man asked, offering his hand. 
 
    Rains stepped forward and shook it. “Good to meet you, Mr. Bridgwater. I’m afraid this isn’t an official visit; more of a scratch-and-sniff. We have an appointment to see Oberon. I have some questions for him on some consulting work he did before he came to Bridgwater.” 
 
    While Rains talked to Bridgwater, Remmy looked around, doing his usual scan of the local networks, wincing at the white noise he ran into when he passed from the station to the Bridgwater networks. 
 
    “Ah, I see, research and recommend. Fair enough. Do you have a timeline?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “That will depend on how long the assessment takes, but I’d expect no more than a year if anything comes of it,” said Rains. 
 
    Patrick’s smile widened a bit as he saw Remmy wince. “I’ll leave you to it then. We are, of course, familiar with your profiles, so feel free to contact me directly if you have future needs.” 
 
    A door on the far side of the lobby opened, and an elSha waved in their direction. “Hey, Jackson, you ready or what?” 
 
    “Remmy Bouchard, meet Oberon, security wizard.” 
 
    “Not my real name. Security,” confided the elSha. “Come on back.” 
 
    Oberon led them through a maze of rooms to a glassed-in office that looked as if the entire interior had been molded out of driftwood. The elSha gestured toward a couple of what could be considered chairs while he climbed up into his workstation. 
 
    “What’s that?” he said pointing at Rains’ package. 
 
    “It’s for you.” 
 
    Rains set the package on a work surface, and Oberon opened it with his claws. 
 
    “Ha! You remembered!” he said, sticking his snout into one of the bags of candy-coated chocolates and munching happily. He held the bag out. “You want?” 
 
    Rains shook his head. 
 
    “All yours,” said Remmy. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Jackson?” 
 
    Rains gestured at the room. “Can we?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” the elSha said, making the glass go opaque. “All set.” 
 
    Rains pulled out a small elSha anti-listening device and turned it on. 
 
    “Standard equipment?” Oberon asked. “Remind me to upgrade that for you before you leave.” 
 
    “We need to talk to you about the job you did on Kleve for the Peacemaker Guild. I know it was some time ago, but—” 
 
    “Those fuckers at Redzone!” barked Oberon. “Should have listened to me. Instead, they screwed up my entire design: business logic, ease of access. In a supposedly secure system! Leave it to a bunch of Cochkala bean-counters to prioritize profits over what needed to be done. I wouldn’t say it to anyone else, Jackson, but—” He suddenly stopped and stared at Remmy. “He okay?” Oberon asked Rains, not taking his eyes off of him. 
 
    Rains nodded. “Remmy is consulting for me.” 
 
    “Fine. Like I said, those fuckers at Redzone wanted a one-size-fits-all approach that just doesn’t work when you have independent silos in an encrypted, secure system. Just the fact that the silos share a language, let alone keys, is enough to…” Oberon carried on, bringing up a holographic interface with a series of diagrams and code snippets. Rains was out of his depth almost immediately. Remmy looked like someone had just handed him the keys to Nirvana. 
 
    Maybe someone just did, Rains thought. 
 
    “May I?” asked Remmy, pointing at the display interface. 
 
    “Sure,” Oberon said. 
 
    “Okay, cher, but what if you…” Notes started to appear on some graphs as Remmy ran through some of the displays, apparently accessing them through his pinplants. 
 
    “Doesn’t work that way,” chided Oberon. “See this…” And the two of them were off again. 
 
    An hour later, Rains was bored but hopeful, and Remmy was ecstatic. 
 
    “Well, Remmy, do you have what we need to correct the problem?” Rains asked. 
 
    “And then some. We’ll be just fine,” Remmy said confidently. 
 
    “Just to cover the bases, Oberon, can you give me a copy of the fix? I want to make sure things are done right,” Rains said. 
 
    “Here you are,” said the elSha. Rains’ slate beeped. He stared at the file in the message. It had the same encryption the Peacemaker Guild used. 
 
    “Thanks again,” he said. 
 
    “Come by anytime. Feel free to bring Remmy!” said Oberon. 
 
    Rains and Remmy left silently the same way they had come in, both absorbed in their own thoughts. Once they were in the lift Remmy turned to Rains. 
 
    “You know that lizard may be the smartest person I ever talked to. If some of the people I know ever got ahold of him it could be bad. Real bad.” 
 
    “Oberon is one of the best.” That’s why the Peacemakers pulled him out of Redzone and got him placed with Bridgwater. 
 
    “Now to get a shuttle to the planet.” Remmy got his bearings and headed down a corridor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bartertown, Karma 
 
      
 
    Remmy moved through the crowded gambling floor with Rains trailing behind him. He spared a glance for the Peacemaker, watching as Rains scanned the place for threats. 
 
    No stranger to dives, then. Maybe cousin Amos was right about the guy. 
 
    Remmy liked Rains, but, despite some things Amos had told Remmy about Rains’ past, the guy sometimes came off as a stiff. He had that bearing that screamed “Authority Figure,” though a lot of that melted away without the uniform and the badge. Still, he had to admit Rains could hang it all out there when it came down to it, and he hadn’t flinched when Remmy had laid out how far off the path they were going to have to go. 
 
    Rains’ friend Oberon had been a hell of a surprise. The little elSha was the type of being that just wanted to solve problems and left the consequences for other people to worry about. Some of the code he’d shared with Remmy was going to come in handy. 
 
    They had grabbed a bite after their meeting, then geared up. Light armored bodysuits that fit under regular clothes would take care of most small problems, knives, claws, bites. Most of the races on Karma packed a lot more firepower, and anything big enough to defeat it would probably crush them to jelly anyway. Remmy led them to a store that was in one of the more affluent sections of the station. The sign said simply “Tassem’s” and was run by a silent Veetch who took the credit chip from Remmy, nodded, and took them to the back of the shop into a room with a terminal, racks of samples, and a holographic imaging booth. 
 
    “Where we’re headed, cher, is all professional. So, once we’re in, business is business. On the other hand, the place we have to go through to get there is rough, so expect them to test us. Don’t hold back, ‘cause they won’t. Image is everything. I’ll be the playboy looking for forbidden kicks,” explained Remmy. “You will be my loyal bodyguard. With me so far?” 
 
    “Seems straightforward enough. If I’m a bodyguard, why don’t I just wear my BAMF armor?” Rains asked. 
 
    “‘Cause who wears BAMF armor?” Remmy asked rhetorically. “Mercs and Peacemakers. If you had pinplants, we’d get you juiced. Boosted reflexes, something. But you ain’t so we have to make do. The point is to not look like you. Think of it like Carnivàle.” At the confused look on Rains’ face, Remmy tried, “How about Halloween?” 
 
    Remmy selected a suit design, punched something into the terminal, then checked the sample presented. “Oh, yeah, that’s nice.” He stepped into the booth. Lights played over him as it took his measurements, then he worked the console, and one of the cabinets went ding! 
 
    He held up a suit jacket and pants that were a medium gray shot through with silver threads. “Tortantula silk,” he said. “You like?” 
 
    “Nice,” said Rains, feeling the fabric. “Tortantula silk? Is that even a thing?”  
 
    Remmy shrugged. “I don’t know; ask your friend Tavvi.” 
 
    “How does this place even know what a Human suit looks like?” asked Rains. 
 
    “Tassem has wares if you have coin,” said Remmy, grabbing a shirt the color of bright blood, a pair of boots, and a belt, as well as a walking cane topped with a heavy brass ball out of the closet. 
 
    “Your turn,” Remmy said. 
 
    Rains stepped into the booth and had his measurements taken. Remmy looked the display over, then started working the terminal. Rains got pants of what felt like some type of leather and a jacket of the same material, both reinforced in vulnerable areas, and a soft form-fitting shirt, all in black. 
 
    “Hmm. Not there yet. Have a seat.” He ran a device over Rains’ head, then his face. He added what he was using to Rains’ pile. “Depilatory on one end, follicle stimulator on the other. Have a look.” 
 
    Rains checked the mirror. Remmy had shaved his head and given him a tight goatee. “You need these, too.” He handed him a pair of wrap-around glasses that fit like a glove, as well as a pair of earbuds. As soon as Rains put the glasses on, he had a heads-up display. 
 
    “Now you look like a badass. What’re you using for sidearm?” 
 
    “My 1911.” 
 
    “You don’t want something more powerful?” Remmy asked. 
 
    “Can that thing make ammunition to spec?” 
 
    “Sure can. Sample there—” he pointed at a plate, “—specs here.” He put something into the terminal then handed Rains a small tube with three luminescent dots. “Put those on your sights. The glasses will give you targeting data.” 
 
    Rains pocketed the dots for the moment and input his ammunition specs, then applied the microchips to his sights while they waited. Another ding and a small box of ammunition appeared. Rains took a few minutes to swap out two clips with the new ammunition. 
 
    Remmy looked at him skeptically. 
 
    “If I need more than this, we’re dead anyway.” 
 
    “All right.” Remmy rubbed his hands together with a huge grin on his face. “Showtime!” 
 
    That had been three hours ago. They spent that time pretending to drink and gamble while they waited for Remmy’s contact to show. 
 
    Remmy finally spied his contact with a group heading for a back area of the casino and tagged them for Rains. 
 
    “Time to go,” said Remmy. 
 
    “Hey, you won!” the dealer announced. 
 
    “Call it a tip,” said Rains, taking up his station behind Remmy. 
 
    The two followed the group down a dim service corridor. As soon as the door to the casino closed all sound abruptly ceased. They turned a corner and found themselves facing two Jivool, with a door about 20 feet behind them. 
 
    The first Jivool, sporting a broken canine, gave a broad smile. “You lost?” 
 
    Remmy tagged him Snaggle. The second had fur covered in glitter from brushing past the entertainers. Remmy tagged him Glitter. He gave the pair his best smile. “Not at all. We have an appointment to see Sandy. I saw her saunter down this direction, so I thought it best not to make her wait.” He held out a card with a hefty credit chit. “Our invitation.” 
 
    Snaggle took it. “You see that?” he said to the other Jivool, holding up the card. “That’s nice.” 
 
    “Yeah, real nice!” said Glitter. 
 
    “But you see, Sandy didn’t say anything about an appointment. Maybe I’ll have a word with her, and you come back tomorrow,” Snaggle said. 
 
    “Yeah, tomorrow,” said Glitter. 
 
    <Get ready,> Remmy sent to Rains, and he saw the Peacemaker adjust slightly. 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t do,” Remmy said. “I’m on a tight schedule, and Sandy has my deposit. So, I’m gonna have to insist.” He was annoyed the tension was bringing his accent out after he’d worked so hard to conceal it. 
 
    “Insist, huh? I’ll show you insist!” 
 
    Snaggle lunged forward and swiped one long, clawed paw, not at Remmy, but at Rains. The Peacemaker ducked under the swing, then caught the Jivool with a heavy kick to the knee that landed with an audible crunch! 
 
    Remmy backed out of range and slammed his cane on the floor, filling the hallway with the thunder of a flash-bang, which was filtered out by Remmy’s pinplants and Rains’ glasses and earbuds. 
 
    Snaggle groaned and fell to one side. He grasped at Rains, knocking the Peacemaker off his feet just as Rains drew his 1911. 
 
    Glitter, less dazed than Snaggle, spotted the gun, dropped to all fours, and charged at Rains with a roar. 
 
    Rains rolled to a knee and put three rounds into Glitter’s chest and two to the head. One round deflected off the Jivool’s thick skull and ricocheted down the corridor, but the rest hit their mark. Glitter’s roar scaled up to the high-pitched throaty scream of an animal dying in agony as he thrashed on the floor, frantically digging at his skull. Brilliant white light erupted from his wounds. 
 
    Snaggle pushed forward and caught Remmy with a blow that bounced him off the corridor wall. Remmy rebounded and rammed his cane into Snaggle’s open mouth, breaking off the other canine. Then he triggered the taser imbedded in the cane. Snaggle convulsed as electricity played over his head and mouth before dropping to the floor. 
 
    Glitter stopped thrashing. The flicker of light from his wounds was joined by the smell of burnt fur and cooking meat. 
 
    Rains stepped over to Snaggle, ready to put him down if he so much as twitched. 
 
    From the door at the end of the hall came a low, gravelly voice, “That won’t be necessary. Do you have an invitation?” 
 
    Remmy picked up the card from where it had fallen and grabbed his credit chip for good measure. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be here otherwise. Are you Sandy?” 
 
    The HecSha gave a crocodilian grin. “Sandy will do, yes. That would make you Remington. Please join me. This should only take a few minutes then you can be on your way. Excuse the amateurs. It is so hard to find good help these days.” 
 
    The HecSha stumped toward another room. 
 
    Remmy looked at Rains. “What the hell did you use? I know I said not to hold back, but damn!” 
 
    “Jacketed sodium magnesium rounds,” Jackson said. “Vani—ah, my partner turned me on to them. She always said to bring the heat.” Grief flashed across his face. 
 
    “We need to work on our communication,” Remmy said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Kleve System 
 
      
 
    Jackson and Remmy circled each other in the workout room. Both had their hands up. Jackson flicked a jab at Remmy, and it was slapped aside. Remmy lifted his left foot for a kick and Rains side-stepped. 
 
    “Where did you learn hand-to-hand?” Jackson asked. “You have a strange style.” He ducked a punch and brought his knee up to block a roundhouse kick. He smiled at Remmy’s grunt. 
 
    Remmy circled around. “I picked it up here and there. The Haulers have a pool to choose from. Plus, I’ve had to deal with more than my share of jealous boyfriends.” He spun low and caught Rains in the back of his thigh with a heel kick, knocking him off his feet. Stars blossomed in his vision as Rains tagged him with a back fist as he fell. 
 
    Both of them lay on the floor, recovering, and the ship’s intercom chimed. “Prepare to re-enter normal space,” the voice announced. 
 
    Both men scrambled to a sitting position by the wall next to their gear and pulled on their boots. They had barely finished when the universe hiccupped and they were back in normal space. 
 
    The hum of engines starting up added a bit of microgravity, but even with that they made sure to strap on the rest of their gear as they made their way to the bridge with the clop, clop of their magnetic boots. They stopped at the hatch. 
 
    “Permission to enter the bridge, Deck?” Rains asked. While Captain Cargill didn’t care much for protocol, his first officer, Deck, preferred to observe some of the forms, though he stopped short of wanting to be called “Mister.” 
 
    The Pendal looked their direction. “Granted.” He manipulated a display with his left two arms while working the piloting controls with the right two. “It’s good you’re here, Rains,” Deck said. “There is a corvette bearing down on us. If they follow procedure—” 
 
    “Attention unidentified ship,” a translated voice came over the speakers. “This is the Peacemaker corvette Flower in Sunshine. You are in restricted space. Identify yourself and state your business, or you will be fired upon.” 
 
    “As I was saying, they’ll want to know who we are.” The first officer watched Rains with one eye. 
 
    “If I may?” Rains pointed at the communications stud on the captain’s console. 
 
    “By all means,” Deck said. 
 
    “Flower in Sunshine, this is Peacemaker Jackson Rains aboard the Ptolemy. I am on Peacemaker business authorized by Selector Hak-Chet. You should be receiving our transponder code now.” He released the comm switch and glanced at Remmy. “Let’s hope that bureaucracy moves slowly.” 
 
    “Ptolemy, please maintain course and speed.” 
 
    They waited several minutes. Communication lag was infinitesimal at such a short range. Remmy started to fidget. 
 
    “Take it easy. They’re probably verifying with the station,” Rains said. He crossed to a vacant chair by the bulkhead and relaxed. 
 
    After several more minutes they got their response. “Ptolemy, proceed to Kleve station. You will be given instructions there. Flower in Sunshine out.” 
 
    Jackson smiled. “There you have it. Deck, please take us to Kleve.” 
 
    Remmy grinned. “Laissez les bons temps rouler.” 
 
    “Let’s go get things finalized,” Jackson said. “I’d like to go through this one more time.” Rains got up. “If you’ll excuse us?” At the XO’s absent wave, Rains headed for the hatch, followed by Remmy. 
 
    Once they were in the corridor headed toward their cabin, Rains continued, “We should run through the processes and interface taps again. I want to make sure we can do this in our sleep.” 
 
    Remmy shrugged. “Y’all worry beaucoup. I have the spikes here in my kit. You just get one of these near a port, and I’ll be inside like I’m visiting your sister.” 
 
    Rains stopped suddenly. “You visited my sister?” His fists were clenched, and he glared at Remmy. 
 
    “Ah, no, uh, it’s an expression,” Remmy stammered. 
 
    Jackson’s expression broke into a wide grin. “Gotcha.” 
 
    Remmy relaxed. “You asshole. You know I’d never be inappropriate with your sister.” 
 
    Rains smirked. “Yeah, there’s no way.” He turned and kept moving down the hall. 
 
    “You don’t think she’d like me?” He held a hand to his chest in mock indignation. 
 
    Rains barked a short laugh. “Nah, man, I don’t have a sister.” 
 
    Remmy stared at Rains incredulously, stunned that Rains had hooked him like a redfish. “All right, mister funny pants. Let’s talk about what we might run into when we touch down.” 
 
    The pair worked until a tone signaled atmospheric entry. 
 
    As soon as the all-clear sounded, they both shucked their harnesses, grabbed their gear bags, and headed to the ground hatch. 
 
    The whine of hydraulics serenaded the pair as the ramp was lowered. They had timed their landing for early evening. Their section of the starport was deserted. With the Peacemakers pulling most of their operations off Kleve, there weren’t a lot of personnel for security sweeps. Besides, they had already transmitted Rains’ credentials. Few in the guild would want to cross a Selector. 
 
    “Do you think there are Enforcers on the surface?” Remmy whispered. He really didn’t want to run into one of them. 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” Rains said, full volume, adjusting his satchel. “No one can hear you. Dork.” Going back up the ramp, Rains pulled out a sleek hover bike. He missed the throaty rumble of the classic Earth motorcycles, but stealth was the name of the game here, and the battery-powered Zuul machine would get them in and out without fuss. 
 
    Remmy quickly unstrapped his own bike. The pair glided out onto the tarmac and raced to the hangars on the far side. When they were halfway across the large open space, a security vehicle came out from around the far-right hangar. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Remmy turned sharply down an alley. Rains was right on his back bumper. They came to a stop, killed power to the bikes, and backed up behind a dumpster. His heart hammered in his chest, and he flashed a grin to Rains in the dark alley. He noticed Rains was breathing heavily from the adrenaline surge of being chased. 
 
    A bright light stabbed through the dark alley, and both men hunched over their bikes, making themselves as small as possible. After a tense, terrible moment that seemed to stretch forever, the light finally moved on, accompanied by the whine of an accelerating hover car. 
 
    The two men stayed where they were for a couple of minutes. Then Rains broke the silence. 
 
    “That was bold. I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    “What could I do? That wasn’t a real security force. Oberon told us things were getting worse ever since the Peacemakers pulled out. Minor warlords setting themselves up to be petty dictators. No better than what happened in Galveston after Peepo broke the world.” Remmy glanced over the dumpster, then looked back at Rains. “You sayin’ I shoulda done anything different? Did you want me to let them shoot you?” 
 
    Rains shook his head. “No. I’m glad to be in one piece.” He stood up so he could peek down the alley. “You think they’re gone?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be back,” Remmy said. He powered up his bike. “Let’s go misbehave.” He rode to the mouth of the alley, looked both ways, and turned back the way they had come. 
 
    Rains hurried after him. 
 
    It took about half an hour of dodging down side streets and alleys before they broke out of the sprawl around the starport. The streets were mostly deserted. There were only a few beings out, and none that they saw seemed to care about them zipping across their territory. 
 
    The pair sped down the main thoroughfare to the Peacemaker data facility. There were several broken-down transports scattered along the street. The closer they got to the facility, the more sporadic the distribution of derelict vehicles. Remmy pulled alongside an Altarian rumbler and pointed at some carbon scoring along the flanks of the wreck. 
 
    “One of the warlords must have hijacked it,” Remmy speculated. 
 
    “Enforcers,” Rains said matter-of-factly. “Only Enforcers are so precise with their fire.” He pointed at several of the spots. “These are all cosmetic. They avoided anything vital. I bet you could still drive this rumbler.” 
 
    Remmy squinted, then nodded. He should have noticed that before. The marks on the bright paint drew his eyes…as it was intended to do. “Why put on the show?” 
 
    “It blocks access to the side street.” Rains pointed at the blocked offramp. Their bikes could easily navigate around, but the rumbler prevented anything larger from getting off the street. “And that’s where we want to go.” 
 
    Remmy glanced down the road they were on and pointed. “Not down here?” 
 
    “Only if you want to get detained or shot, or—in your case—both.” Jackson grinned. “Everyone tries the obvious entrance. So, the Peacemakers gave them what they expect. The real entrance is this way.” He steered around the vehicle and headed down the side street. After a few minutes, they pulled up to a nondescript building. Remmy noticed that even alien delinquents liked graffiti, as there were tags in multiple languages. 
 
    They parked the bikes next to a steel door with a single light above it. Rains walked to the door and opened a hidden panel. He held up his badge to the scanner and the blinking amber light strobed several agonizing times before turning green. 
 
    Remmy realized he was holding his breath and let it out. Rains looked at him, and he shrugged as a large metal door hummed open. They quickly moved the bikes inside, and as soon as they were clear the large door closed behind them. 
 
    Inside was a dimly lit garage. There were a couple of unmarked vehicles and another bike similar to theirs but more beat up. They parked in a spot near the far door, backing the bikes in. 
 
    Again, Rains held up his badge to a scanner, and the door opened with a hum and click. Remmy quickly pulled this one open and blinked at the bright interior. It took a second for his eyes to adjust, and that was when he saw the Selroth watching him from behind a transparent barricade. The barrels of a weapon were trained on him, and Remmy quickly put his hands up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rains said with exasperation in his voice. He stepped around Remmy and showed the guard his badge. “I need to access the archive,” Rains said to him. Rains pointed at a small waiting area and told Remmy, “You can wait here.” 
 
    Remmy nodded. He threw a mock salute to the Selroth and went to the waiting area while Rains passed through the door next to the guard booth. 
 
    Remmy settled onto furniture made for a humanoid that wasn’t Human, but close. A Tri-V screen showed the latest news from the GalNet with occasional clips from local broadcasts. There was a story about a high-speed chase near the starport, and Remmy glanced at the guard shack. He was surprised to find it vacant. He triggered his pinplant. 
 
    “We made the local news,” he told Rains. 
 
    “Our pictures?” Rains asked. 
 
    “No, just blurs. But the crew I ran over is giving an interview to the news. Apparently, they put a reward out for our capture. Unfortunately, they can’t describe what you are. I’ve heard you’re a Blevin, a Pushtal, but the best one was that we are a pair of Jakota, whatever they are.” Remmy snorted with amusement. Eyewitnesses were absolutely the worst witnesses. “How close are you to putting in the spike?” he asked Rains. 
 
    “Hold your horses. I’m almost to the archive section. Hang on, I have to talk to the attendant.” Rains went silent. 
 
    Remmy amused himself by trying to hack the Tri-V so he could change the channel. It resisted his every attempt until he got an idea. He pulled out his slate and plugged in a small gray box with a red LED on it. It flashed a couple of times, then the Tri-V channel changed. “Man, these guys are primitive,” he mumbled. 
 
    “What was that?” Rains asked, suddenly back on comms. 
 
    “Oh, just playing with the Tri-V. You in?” Remmy asked as he searched for something decent to watch. He settled on a Sumatozou documentary going on a space dive of an ancient ship from the Great War. He couldn’t make out which race had made the ship, but they kept mentioning they were extinct. He shrugged. 
 
    “Yes. Let me know what you get,” Rains said. 
 
    Remmy reached out through his pinplants and the spike responded. He could feel the surface of the Peacemaker net like running his fingers across the surface of a pool. “Okay, Sandy, let’s see if your load is up to snuff.” 
 
    He cracked his knuckles and activated the icebreaker. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    Jackson paused at the door for a moment. He watched Remmy settle back in the plastic chair and start fiddling with the Tri-V. 
 
    He’s a complete child. 
 
    Jackson shook his head and continued through the door. The hallway beyond the reception area was nondescript, with plain beige walls and slate gray tile in the corridor itself. The only real difference from a shabby Earth office building was the antiseptic cleanliness. Rains had seen dirtier operating rooms. 
 
    He moved past an electronic data board flashing the latest wanted pictures of a hundred beings that the Peacemaker Guild was looking for. Right in the center was Kr’et’Socae’s picture. A number of those he had busted out of prison were up there with him, spiraling out from the center in descending order of importance. Fourteenth down was Sin’Kura. 
 
    Oh, she wouldn’t like that. Jackson smiled at the thought of tweaking that cat’s tail. 
 
    He pulled his slate out and compared his map with the markings on the corridor. Getting his bearings, he headed to the lift for the third floor down. The building above ground was a complete front. Disused machinery and used furniture were stockpiled in the spaces above. Rains was surprised that the Jeha running the front were actually quite good at their job and were able to keep up a brisk flow of customers looking to find bargains in the “gray market”—a positive spin on “used.” 
 
    The lift opened, and two GenSha shuffled out. One bobbed their head uttering a rumble that Rains’ translator turned into, “Peacemaker.” 
 
    His heart thumped in his chest. Did they find me out? The thought flashed through his mind. His searching eyes didn’t see a badge on either’s harness. Outwardly, Rains flashed a smile. “Gentlemen.” He didn’t hear the responding rumble and figured the translation pendant was feeding directly into their pinplants. Whatever the translation was in their language they appeared satisfied as they both bobbed their heads as they shuffled past. 
 
    With a shaky sigh, Rains flashed his badge at the pad and keyed the lift for the 3rd floor. 
 
    The doors opened to show a very bored Flatar sitting at a sign-in desk. He immediately perked up at the sight of a new person and watched Rains with interest as he walked out of the lift. 
 
    “Greetings, Peacemaker. How may I be of assistance?” he said. 
 
    “I need a cubicle with an archive terminal,” Rains responded. He glanced past the desk and saw a row of doors lining both sides of the corridor. 
 
    “Ah, of course. Just tap your badge to any of the doors that are dark,” he said, pointing behind him. 
 
    Rains hesitated, curiosity overwhelming him. “Forgive me if this is intruding but aren’t Flatar normally bonded with a Tortantula?” he asked. 
 
    The Flatar chittered in amusement, then pointed upward. 
 
    Rains followed the gesture and looked up. He hadn’t realized the height of the ceiling in the area outside the lift. There, three meters above him, a massive Tortantula was perched upside down. 
 
    “Oh! Hello,” Rains said startled at seeing the massive creature above him. 
 
    His translator emitted a female voice tinged with regret. “I’m sorry for my partner’s prank. The data ports I need to access are up here. I assure you I am not looking to attack you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “No worries. You two have a good one. I’ll be on my way,” he said, nodding his head at each of them. Rains quickly stepped around the desk and looked for an empty room. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing up, and he tried desperately to hold in a shudder. He could feel the Tort’s eyes, all of them, following him. He heard the Flatar’s chitter of amusement again. 
 
    There were twelve doors on each side. Most were dark. Each had an outline of various beings the room could accommodate. He picked the first one that had a humanoid shape without any lit rooms near it. He fumbled for his badge, held it to the lock, and the door sprang open. He glanced back up the corridor and couldn’t see the Tortantula. 
 
    Uttering a sigh, he stepped into the room and closed the door. The lights immediately came on, and a Tri-V powered up, displaying the Peacemaker Guild logo and a brief welcome message for Peacemaker Jackson Rains. There was a folder flashing for his attention, so he reached out and tapped it. A message from Hak-Chet told him where the data he needed to access was located: dossiers for Kr’et’Socae, Sin’Kura, and their known associates, including a very thin file on Hatfield. 
 
    Rains glanced around the small cubicle. Other than the display and a charging station for slates on the desk, there was nothing else in the room. He looked up for cameras, but since this was where normal work was done, there weren’t any. Security in the sensitive compartmented information facility, or SCIF would be much stronger. He fished out the small device Remmy had given him and plugged it into a charging port on the desk. He triggered his comm and immediately heard Remmy’s voice. 
 
    “Man, these guys are primitive,” Remmy said. 
 
    “What was that?” Rains asked, wondering what Remmy was getting into. 
 
    “Oh, just playing with the Tri-V here. You in?” Remmy asked. 
 
    “Yes. Let me know what you get,” Rains said. Just this access alone could get both of them thrown into a detention facility. While Remmy went to work, Jackson pulled up the dossiers. The information they had on Kr’et’Socae was broken into three categories: what they could prove and/or verify, what they were confident of, and everything else—ghost stories, rumors, speculation. As Rains scanned through some of it, he just shook his head. It read like a Steverson Tri-V show. 
 
    He was about to open the file on Hatfield when Remmy came back on. 
 
    “All right, I was able to get past the firewall. This icebreaker is the shizzle. I don’t know who the Peacemakers have managing their defense, but they are good. Scary good,” Remmy said. 
 
    Rains thought about it for a second. “There is a Tortantula here in this area.” 
 
    “A Tort? No wonder. Well, you’d better get a move on. While I’m gifted, those spiders are wicked sharp at hacking. Just follow the arrows on your glasses. It will show you the way with an overlay. Augmented reality for the win.” 
 
    “Can they detect us?” Rains shivered at the thought of a Tortantula creeping along the ceiling after him. 
 
    “Nah,” Remmy drawled. “We are on the comms used by the cleaning crew. They aren’t due on site until the morning.” 
 
    Rains opened the door and peeked out. He couldn’t see anyone in the reception area. He quickly exited and closed the door as softly as he could. An arrow on his glasses pointed away from the desk. He moved along the corridor with purpose. At the end he took a right. He followed the course Remmy had provided, rapidly navigating through the halls, up a service lift, then down an access hatch until he exited on the lower fifth floor where all the SCIFs were located. Remmy had him stop outside one with angry lettering. His glasses translated the flowing script into English. “Council Access Required.” He sucked in a sharp breath when he read that. 
 
    “Remmy, are you sure this is where we need to be?” Jackson asked, looking around to see if anyone was nearby. The area was deserted. 
 
    “You worry too much,” Remmy replied. Even communicating with his pinplants, somehow, he got his voice to smirk. 
 
    “What do I do?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Use that card I gave you. Hold it up to the panel like it’s your badge.” 
 
    Rains dug in his satchel and pulled the little gray card out. He turned it over. Remmy had epoxied a playing card on the other side. The King of Hearts. Also known as a Suicide King. “Funny.” 
 
    “Laissez les bon temps rouler.” Let the good times roll. 
 
    “Laugh it up, fuzzball,” Rains said softly and held the card up to the plate. Amber lights flashed red, then amber, then red, then after an agonizing moment, it flashed green and the door clicked open. 
 
    “I’m in,” Rains said. 
 
    “All right. Our comms won’t work in there. Get what you need, then get out,” Remmy said. “Bon chance.” 
 
    Rains stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind him. His pulse quickened. This was it. He sat down at the narrow desk, and the Tri-V came to life. This time a welcome message for Selector Hak-Chet appeared. Rains was amazed. 
 
    How the heck did that Cajun wizard manage that? 
 
    Rains tapped past the message and started digging into the archives. This terminal had access to everything. He quickly pulled up Rsach’s schedule. Rains also, on a whim, pulled up Kr’et’Socae’s file. This one was much larger, and there were a lot fewer rumors and speculation and a lot more of the “we can prove” information. 
 
    He dug in his bag for the chip Kr’et’Socae had given him. He hesitated for a moment, then put the chip into the access port. He sat for a minute. If he did this, he was done as a Peacemaker. This was the line in the sand. Everything up to now could be justified as part of a Peacemaker’s discretionary authority. This, however, would set him apart. 
 
    Rains sat back and weighed his options. His eyes narrowed suddenly with an idea. He typed in a data search and the results confirmed his suspicion. He copied Rsach’s itinerary for the next several months and tagged it to be moved to the chip. Next, he opened a message terminal and typed quickly. If he was going to do this, he was doing it with panache. He tagged the message to send with the copied data. Still, he hesitated with his hand over the Execute button. If he hit that key, he was committed. He closed his eyes and turned his head heavenwards. 
 
    Almost as if uttering a prayer, he said softly, “Bes, Sabine…Vannix, forgive me.” He took a deep breath, opened his eyes, resolve filled him, and he hit the button. 
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    Bes and Sabine were brought to the bridge of Sin’Kura’s ship by Yeorgi. They filed in and waited under his watchful glower. Sabine held ‘Bastian in her arms and watched in delight as the Bakulu on the captain’s platform turned to them. 
 
    “Welcome,” said Captain Lakanto. “The mistress thought—” 
 
    “The mistress will tell them what she thinks they should know,” Sin’Kura said as she stepped out of a room adjoining the bridge, flanked by her Torvasi guards. 
 
    “Of course, mistress,” said Lakanto. “I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Sin’Kura turned to the captives, dismissing the Bakulu with a gesture. “I wanted you to see your new home.” She gestured at the bridge’s main screen. A small dot grew rapidly in the center, resolving into a battered space station that may have once been a uniform color, but was now patched and scarred and traced by several armored conduits that led to turreted weapon emplacements. As they approached, they could see massive doors opening in the central hub. 
 
    “It is beautiful, is it not?” asked the Sirra’Kan. “You should enjoy the view; you may never see it again. For Humans, Hope’s End is the place where dreams come to die.” 
 
    Hope Station had once been an ore processing and refinery center from the days of Earth’s entry into the Galactic Union. Built contrary to every principle of mining in space, Hope had been designed to enter asteroid fields and haul in asteroids with grapples before cutting them into pieces, grinding them into rubble, and smelting the result. An early find of red diamonds in a backwater of the Tolo Arm had filled the owners with optimism and they had spared no expense in outfitting the station to the highest standards for safety and power. 
 
    The wheel-type station had rings that could rotate at different rates to simulate gravity and provide conditions ideal for varying projects, while maintaining a zero-G central hub where the cargo docks were located. A radical design, Hope was built so that sections could be broken down and moved through the gates by means of a thrust core, something that no doubt looked good in the design phase but was nearly impossible in practice. 
 
    The consortium that had developed the station had been wildly, disastrously optimistic. Failing to find anything else of note, they had soon gone bankrupt. In the years that had followed, Hope had been bought and sold a dozen times, and in various incarnations had been a brothel, a casino, a shipping hub, a storage facility, a wrecking yard, and a Pushtal pirate base. The last effort to revitalize Hope for its original purpose had failed practically before it had begun, and the station’s armored bulk now drifted forlorn and empty among rocks, hulks of mothballed spacecraft, and floating debris. Its many short careers were done, while the rest of the galaxy moved on. Hope was so far in the hinterlands of space that it wasn’t even worth selling for scrap; the station was abandoned and forgotten. In Hope’s final days, some wag had repainted the station’s name but had added “‘s END.” 
 
    In his time as an Enforcer, Kr’et’Socae had found old records to the place and bought it through a series of shell companies, both as a refuge and a monument to the stupidity of Humankind. Kr’et’Socae thought Hope’s End was perfect. Sin’Kura could only agree. 
 
    “Pretty,” said Bes. “Kinda gloomy, though; needs a woman’s touch. Too bad you don’t have any.” 
 
    Sin’Kura moved almost too fast for Bes to follow, her talons closing on her throat, then lightly brushing her face. “We haf you,” she said. “Perhaps we will employ your touch.” 
 
    The Sirra’Kan turned to Lakanto. “Take us in.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry none. The Cajuns are gonna take this place apart like a cheap watch,” Bes said as she squeezed Sabine’s hand. 
 
    The Gendrus moved into the station’s hub and settled into one of half a dozen berths. Far ahead in the display there were a series of doors that would allow the Gendrus to exit without having to maneuver inside the dock or split the bay to allow a smaller area to be pressurized. Another ship was docked in front of them. Once thrust was cut, Bes found herself beginning to drift and quickly activated the magnetic shoes Yeorgi had given them, making sure Sabine’s were also on. 
 
    ‘Bastian wiggled his legs for Sabine to set him down. He attached to the floor with a slight click. “Look, Nana, ‘Bastian has shoes, too!” said Sabine. 
 
    He must have magnets in his limbs, thought Bes. What else did Remmy think of? 
 
    “Good,” Sin’Kura said. “We vould not want you to drift off once we are outside with nothing to catch you. Come with me. I haf the perfect quarters for you.” 
 
    Sin’Kura led them to the airlock. Surprisingly, both sets of doors were open, and the crew was already moving in and out on various tasks. Outside were a dozen Blevin, the humanoid lizards bowing as Sin’Kura entered the station. One held the remote for a small cargo pallet containing a single crate. “Tell them they may begin unloading our cargo,” she said to one of the Torvasi. Her bodyguard came back and nodded. “Mr. Romanov, make yourself useful and bring the crate.” 
 
    The Sirra’Kan pointed out various features as if she were a tour guide and not a terrorist. “We arrive on special day,” she said. “The docks are pressurized to allow our esteemed guests to stretch their wings.” She gestured past the ship. Several black dots were moving in the open dimness of the docking bay. Sabine looked up when she heard a deep drone, then screamed and tried to hide behind Bes as the sound resolved into a half-dozen medium-dog-sized house flies. They landed and approached the group. 
 
    “Do not be rude,” said Sin’Kura. “Athal are a talented species.” 
 
    “We greet you. We have been waiting,” said the lead Athal. “Do you have what we agreed upon?” 
 
    “Of course, Greesh’l,” said Sin’Kura. “Everything we do not need for the station is yours to sell. The Blevin are unloading it as we speak.” 
 
    The Athal buzzed back and forth with one another. “We approve,” it said. 
 
    “I also arrange for a delicacy for you. I regret there is not much, but it should be a new experience.” Sin’Kura took the remote from the Blevin and handed it to the Athal. 
 
    The Athal activated the remote, which opened the lid. The Humans were assaulted by an overpowering stench of rotting meat. Sabine turned to the side and heaved. The Athal looked from the crate to Bes, Sabine, and Yeorgi. 
 
    “Are these also?” it asked. 
 
    “Not yet, Greesh’l. Not yet,” said Sin’Kura. 
 
    The Athal closed the lid and moved toward their ship. The group could see more Blevin handing off cargo pods to other groups of Athal, these without wings. The insects took the pods and swarmed on their ship’s various openings. 
 
    “God, what a stench,” said Yeorgi, his eyes still watering. “What did you give him?” 
 
    “His name was Charles,” said Sin’Kura. “Waste not, want not.”  
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    Kr’et’Socae sat in a large black chair made specifically for Equiri. He was absently swirling a dark liquid in a glass as he fixated on the events on the Tri-V in front of him. Sin’Kura squinted to make out who it was that had captivated Kr’et’Socae so firmly. A pair of Humans came in through a door. It appeared to be a security feed. 
 
    She stiffened in surprise. “Is that Jackson Rains? What is he doing there?” she asked. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae glanced at her in annoyance. “Just watch.” He turned back to the feed. 
 
    “Where is that?” Sin’Kura asked as she moved in for a better view. 
 
    “The Peacemaker data facility.” 
 
    She studied his profile. She had no idea why this was so important to him. She would have just gone in and pulled whatever she needed out of the workers. 
 
    The image shifted, showing Rains walking down a hallway and getting on a lift. The view changed to inside the lift. There was no sound, but it looked as if he was talking to himself. The lift opened, and this time Sin’Kura saw Kr’et’Socae touch something on his slate and the Tri-V flicked to a view outside the lift. Jackson was talking to someone, but she couldn’t make out who. 
 
    “Who is he talking with?” she asked. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae huffed. “Just watch.” 
 
    Rains suddenly looked up and took a startled step backward. 
 
    “What did he see?” Sin’Kura couldn’t help herself. Then she held up a hand to forestall any comments from Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    Rains headed toward the camera. The imaged shifted again to show him walking down the hall and holding his badge before entering a room. The door closed. Nothing happened. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae sat watching. The image didn’t change. She glanced around the room. Then back to the picture. Then looked pointedly at Kr’et’Socae. Almost as if he could hear her unanswered question he said, “There are no cameras in those rooms. They are for routine operations and have no connection to the important systems. He will come out soon enough.” 
 
    Sin’Kura was not a patient person. The room felt cramped and she needed to do something. She got up and began pacing. Back and forth, her feline grace eating up the five meters between the walls. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea how you survived in prison so long,” Kr’et’Socae grumbled. 
 
    Sin’Kura smiled. “I had so many wonderful diversions. Especially after I met you.” She made sure her tone was sweet. 
 
    “Here he is,” Kr’et’Socae said, ignoring her comment. 
 
    The image flicked to follow Rains as he moved down more corridors, through rooms, and across a couple labs until he was finally outside the door to another room. 
 
    “What is beyond that?” Sin’Kura asked. 
 
    “That is the classified vault. That is where our little puppet will get us what we are looking for; Rsach’s schedule.” They watched as Rains held up a rectangle with strange decorations on it, opened the door, and went in. Sin’Kura expected another wait, but the image shifted to inside the room. 
 
    “The classified rooms are watched.” Kr’et’Socae drank. She could smell the putrid stench of the Human alcohol from where she was standing. It was another mystery, why any being would put that mess near their faces, let alone drink it. The vile beverage was called Crown Royal, but she was positive there was nothing royal about it. 
 
    The image showed Rains sitting at a terminal, holding the rectangle. They couldn’t see the screen, but they could see Rains and the keyboard. They watched as he inserted the chip. Rains paused and looked up at the ceiling. His lips were moving. 
 
    “Vat is he doing?” Sin’Kura asked. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae leaned forward. She could see the glee in his expression. “He is praying to his ancestors. This is it. He is going to do it.” 
 
    After a moment, Rains moved and hit a key on the keyboard. He grabbed the chip and exited the room. 
 
    “Yes!” Kr’et’Socae exulted. He slammed back the liquid, surged up out of his chair and, to Sin’Kura’s surprise, he actually danced like a Te’Warri showgirl around the room. Amazed, she glanced at the image on the screen now showing Rains walking down a corridor. Her eye flashed yellow. She decided she would arrange a celebration of her own for Jackson Rains. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hope Station 
 
    Brothel 
 
      
 
    Bes wiped the sweat and grime from her face with an old towel, looking around in disgust at the rooms the Sirra’Kan had dumped them in. At least they could breathe now that the filters had been changed in the air scrubbers and the majority of the dust had been cleaned up. 
 
    After their encounter with the Athal on the docks, Sin’Kura had led them through a maze of mostly empty corridors with damaged, flickering lights, though some were still strewn with machinery or debris. Every so often they would pass a work party of Blevin or Zeewie, sometimes with Torvasi overseers, engaged in clean up or repair. Plainly, the interior of the station, already built with wide access to accommodate moving machinery around, had been modified repeatedly over time. 
 
    Once they had passed another group of Athal speaking with a huge, black Equiri, but no one spoke to them. The station smelled of dust and hot metal and old, overworked circuits. There was a film of grit and grease on most of the surfaces, and a general air of neglect nearly everywhere the group went after leaving the docks. But as they moved further into the station, the spin of the rings brought back gravity and they no longer had to rely on their magnetic shoes. ‘Bastian continued to click along at Sabine’s side, eyestalks swiveling as if the toy were fascinated. Once a tremendous clang ran through the corridor, causing a nearby group of Zeewie to look around nervously for a moment before returning to their task. 
 
    “Do not be concerned,” Sin’Kura said. “It was only one of the stones or a ship or debris from the belt. The armor of the station is more than sufficient.” 
 
    She then took them down a lift and through an open gallery filled with shuttered or looted shops and old restaurants. A gate covered with a metal arch was their destination. Sin’Kura did something with her slate and the gate lifted. “I haf given you access to the doorway and environmental controls, Mr. Romanov.” 
 
    They passed through a short hallway into a large room. As soon as they entered and the lights came up, Yeorgi began laughing. Bes turned on Sin’Kura. 
 
    “Out of the question! This is no place for a young lady! This place is filthy!” 
 
    The room, obviously a waiting area, had walls that were covered in what appeared to be deep red velvet curtains and a mirrored ceiling. Wide couches lined the perimeter of the room, and alcoves held what could only be called erotic statuary of different species. The place had the same smell of dust as the station, but on top of that was the scent of musk and old perfumes. In the room’s center, encircled by more seating, was an enormous, now-dry fountain of tarnished bronze depicting females of a half dozen races improbably engaged with a Goltar and a Wrogul. 
 
    “I see you do not like my little joke,” Sin’Kura said. “If you are not happy with your quarters then I suggest you employ your ‘touch.’ I will haf the Zeewie bring you rations and cleaning supplies.” 
 
    “Please,” Bes pleaded, swallowing her anger. “A brothel ain’t no place for a little girl.” 
 
    “I hope you will enjoy your stay, but if you have any further objection, let me know, and I will find you a place with the Athal,” Sin’Kura said. She turned to Yeorgi, pointing to a door behind him off the waiting room. “You stay in the security office. While you are here, they are your responsibility, Charles.” 
 
    Yeorgi nodded. “As long as I am paid, and my needs are met, I have no complaints.” 
 
    She gestured to the hallway at the far end of the room. “You two. Pick whatever rooms please you, there are many to choose from. I will return later.” Then she left. 
 
    The next three days passed in a numb blur of cleaning and fitful sleep. 
 
    At least the place is livable now, Bes thought. 
 
    A group of Zeewie had arrived, as promised, with a cart of cleaning supplies and a case of ration packs. Yeorgi had dumped one of the boxes on the floor, taking what he wanted from the rations, before dropping them into his box. 
 
    “Good,” he said to Bes, closing up the case with the remaining food. “You can clean my rooms, and after, perhaps I will let you eat. Yes?” 
 
    Bes thought about giving Yeorgi what for, but even if she was able to overpower him, they had nowhere to go. In the end, she had settled Sabine in the least dirty room she could find. The girl had curled up on the dusty bed and slept, exhausted. Bes left ‘Bastian standing guard over her and returned to the lobby while the sounds of BlueNabi came from behind the closed door. 
 
    “Thanks for bringing the supplies. What’s your name?” she asked the Zeewie. 
 
    The mouse-like alien nodded and looked sideways at Yeorgi. She used a remote to move the cart toward the room Yeorgi had indicated. “I’m Mix,” she said shyly. She pointed to another Zeewie with a white blaze in her fur. “That’s my sister, Boula. We can help. We’re not expected back for a while.” 
 
    Yeorgi had a suite with a bedroom alcove and an area that combined a living area and office. One wall had a bank of Tri-V monitors that showed every room in the complex. 
 
    Have to set up a screen or two for privacy, Bes thought. 
 
    Mix worked the controls on the side of the cart. A door opened and several small cleaning bots deployed and started picking up the dust and debris while Bes and Mix wiped down everything they could reach. 
 
    “Have you been here long?” asked Bes. They were taking a break after they had finished the worst of it. 
 
    “No,” Mix said. “Only a couple of months. It’s very exciting. My sisters and I all signed up. The work is hard, and the station is so different from Te’Warri, but the pay is good, and, of course, it’s an honor to serve the mistress’ house. Are you staying long?” Mix asked. “You are really nice for a Torvasi.” 
 
    “We don’t know how long we’ll be here, Mix. But we aren’t Torvasi, we’re Humans from Earth. We’re not here because we wan—” 
 
    “Are you done?” demanded Yeorgi, entering the room. “I want to have my meal in peace.” 
 
    “We are,” said Mix. “Oh! We need to go! It was nice meeting you, Bes! Park the cart next to a wall with a blue dot to recharge it; it handles the bots by itself.” She grabbed some bags filled with trash from the cart. “I’ll set these out for the Blevin to pick up, and I’ll bring you more tomorrow!” 
 
    Bes hadn’t seen Mix or Boula since, but new supplies had showed up for the cleaning cart. She took blankets from the other rooms and put them over the statues. When Yeorgi kept pulling them off, Bes told Sabine not to go into the lobby unless Bes went first. 
 
    It turned out the dots indicated power induction plates, and that they worked for ‘Bastian, too, so at least Sabine stayed busy playing with her bot. 
 
    Now all she had to do was find a way to tell the family where they were. Things were looking up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Regional Headquarters 
 
    Shuttle 
 
      
 
    Amos got back to the shuttle to find Race waiting for him. He thumped on the bulkhead twice, and Tia looked up from her preflight checks to give him a smile and a thumbs up. He slid into a seat opposite Race as the engines spooled up for the return flight to Sanctuary. 
 
    “Why’re you back here with the old coot when you could be up there with Tia?” Amos asked with a grin. 
 
    Race blushed and looked toward the cockpit. “I was banished from the cockpit for preflight. Tia’s no-nonsense when it comes to flying,” Race said. 
 
    “How was the tour?” Amos asked. 
 
    “Interesting. It’s bigger than I thought it would be, and they’ve set aside a lot more space than they’re using. Tia said that probably doesn’t mean much, but Dad always said wasted space is wasted money, so I think they’ll build out. Tia gave me a bunch of background on the Peacemakers. She knows everything about them.” He looked again in Tia’s direction. “She had no idea who Race Romero or Romeo Bravo is,” he said wistfully. “It was…nice. How did your meeting with the Selector go?” 
 
    “Not good,” said Amos. “He’s got a ship for us. Folks we lifted with before, helpin’ Jac-son—” 
 
    “That’s great news!” 
 
    Amos held up a hand. “It is if we only take ten troopers. Dem corvettes ain’t big, and we got a grip of people all fired up. I’ll figure out somethin’. Probably should have tried ta buy a ship a long time ago, but da timing was never right. Besides, ships is taxis, all dey do is get you to the fight.” 
 
    Race was quiet for a few minutes. Amos watched as he nerved himself up for something. 
 
    “Mr. Delacroix—Amos—I—” Race stammered. 
 
    “Say your piece, Race,” said Amos. 
 
    “When you go after Sabine, I want to go with you. I had great scores on my VOWs. You know I can handle my machine, Amos, and I—” 
 
    Amos shook his head. “I think it a bad idea.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “Race, you handle you CASPer just fine, and VOWs is all well and good, too, but you ain’t a merc.” 
 
    “Sign me up!” Race begged. “Give me a contract! All I’m looking for is a chance to prove myself!” 
 
    “That’s da problem,” said Amos. “First, Cajuns is family; you got to earn that, and it don’t come easy. Second, if I sign on a new merc, it’ll be an old fart like Junkyard. You’re still wet behind the ears. Third, this dustup is a rescue. That ain’t no time to be tryin’ to prove yourself. Now, there’s gonna be folks staying here takin’ down them as hit us, and that I think you’d be goo—” 
 
    “This is because of my father, isn’t it?” Race gave Amos a hard stare. “You think I don’t know he had me blacklisted? That all I hear about is that I’ll get over it and go work for Romero Enterprises like a good boy?” 
 
    “It ain’t tha—” 
 
    “Of course, it is, Amos! No one ever stands up to the great Raul Romero, and you’re just like them.” 
 
    “I knew your daddy, once,” Amos said softly. “Raul never scared me none. He thought everything was about credits. It ain’t. I gave you my reasons. I ain’t got time to help you grow up right now.” 
 
    Race was silent. He swallowed. “What if I could get you a ship?” 
 
    “Got one in your pocket, do you?” Amos said with a smile. 
 
    “I don’t. But Romero Enterprises does.” 
 
    “We don’t need no rich kid’s toy!” 
 
    “How about an assault carrier? Dad says sooner or later Earth has to produce its own ships, or we’ll never compete,” Race said enthusiastically. “Romero Enterprises is building prototypes purpose-built for CASPer deployments.” 
 
    “How’s he doing that? Survey ships and freighters, sure, but fighting ships? We’re so far behind it’ll take us forever to catch up,” Amos said doubtfully. 
 
    “In the finest traditions of my ancestors, we are buying pieces from everyone and assembling them at the old Luna shipyards. You said you aren’t afraid of my father. Here’s your chance to prove it.” 
 
    “Your daddy ain’t gonna see me. I gar-on-tee!” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We got history, is all,” said Amos. 
 
    “He’s on Luna, now. I can get you in. But if he gives you the ship, I want to go.” 
 
    Amos thought about it while his conscience weighed what was right against what was fair. “You get me in, I’ll speak for you. Best I can promise. I won’t stand between a man and his son.” 
 
    Race nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    Amos held out his hand and Race took it. Then Amos moved to the cockpit to see if Tia could get approval for a trip to Luna. A few minutes later, she looked into the passenger compartment. 
 
    “We’re approved. Do you have somewhere special in mind?” 
 
    Race sent her the coordinates, and she gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    Amos leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. 
 
    This ain’t gonna be any fun, he thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Secure Information Facility 
 
    Kleve 
 
      
 
    Rains made his way back to the waiting area. Remmy had already packed up and was ready to head out. The pair opened the door and exited into the night. 
 
    “Everything go all right?” Remmy asked as he straddled his hoverbike. The systems came up clean, and the beast thrummed with power. He pulled his goggles on and watched Rains pull down his augmented glasses. Even a speck of dirt could ruin an eye at the speeds Remmy liked to go. With a couple ticks to his pinplant software, a low light came on. He threw a thumbs up to Rains, who responded with the same. Remmy roared out into the night, and the Peacemaker facility faded behind them. 
 
    Since Rains had his glasses and earbuds on, Remmy hit him through his pinplants. 
 
    “You have the data we need?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. When we get to the shop, I can pull the location off the chip,” Rains said. Remmy noticed that the usually tight-lipped man was even more quiet. 
 
    “You okay?” Remmy asked. He was worried about the man. He had been through a lot in his life, and this run couldn’t have been easy for Rains. Going up against his guild had to rub the wrong way. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rains responded. “It wasn’t easy. Let’s talk more at the shop. I need time to process.” 
 
    Remmy could respect that. He didn’t know if he could go against the Haulers. Snowman had pulled him out of a rough patch in his life and that ran deep. Remmy had a lot of respect for Rains. He wasn’t sure how he would respond in a similar situation: to either betray your loyalties or your loved ones. 
 
    They flew down the deserted highway and headed for a repair shop Remmy had ties to through his Hauler connections. They dodged around a couple of roving bands, but Remmy didn’t think any of them were the group they had roughed up earlier. 
 
    In short order, they were in front of Jevlik’s Electronika, advertised as the premier supplier of elSha and Izlian technologies. The shabby exterior was in desperate need of a power wash and the grating protecting the display windows was bent in several places. They pulled the bikes around the back, and Rains tapped on the loading door with his ring. It made a reverberating sound reminiscent of a wind chime. After a couple more tries, the door cycled open, scrolling into the ceiling. 
 
    “Krak jet poojah’k,” a voice uttered. The translators couldn’t decipher it and emitted a “No known language” message, but Remmy grinned. 
 
    “Poo-et jet laash,” he replied, winking at Rains, who just shook his head. A light came on in the building, illuminating a receiving dock and a little elSha. “It’s Jevlik’s mom’s clan language,” Remmy explained. 
 
    Rains seemed impressed. “And how did you learn that?” 
 
    Remmy was about to answer when the elSha interrupted him. “He spent a lot of time in hyperspace with my sister.” 
 
    Remmy shrugged, and with a grin, pushed his bike inside. Rains shook his head and quickly followed suit. 
 
    “How’s it hanging, Jevlik? You still ripping off the locals selling that cheap elSha knock-off crap?” 
 
    “Are you still trying to bed the female half of the Humans?” Jevlik responded. 
 
    Rains coughed a laugh. “Looks like he knows you, Bouchard.” 
 
    “Is that a new name? Should I call you that? Boo-shard?” Jevlik tilted his head at Remmy. 
 
    “Ha, no. Um, I mean yes, that’s my name. Remmy Bouchard.” 
 
    “You confuse me, Human.” Jevlik looked at Rains. “And who are you?” He held up a clawed hand, his eyes transfixed on Rains. He made a couple of exaggerated sniffs in Rains’ direction. “Ugh, Peacemaker,” he said disgustedly. 
 
    Surprise showed clearly on Rains’ face. His eyes wide, he stammered, “H-how did you…?” He glanced at Remmy. “He can smell that?” 
 
    Remmy and Jevlik looked at each other, then burst out laughing, the elSha hissing his mirth. 
 
    “Nah, man. I told him you were coming,” Remmy confessed once his laughter died down. 
 
    “Ha, ha,” Rains said flatly. “Really funny. Can we get down to business?” 
 
    The elSha went to a desk in the corner and brought back a little box that he handed to Rains. “Connect this to your slate and you should be able to read most data containers.” 
 
    Rains tapped a couple of icons on his slate and had the box blinking green in short order. He set both on the seat of his bike and fished the chip out of his right front pocket. The box had a depression in the top about the same size as the chip. He set it on top. As soon as he did, the indicator flashed through a range of colors, finally flashing blue to indicate a connection had been established. Rains tapped another icon and opened up an interface to the chip. Galactic coordinates appeared in a window. 
 
    “Is that the delivery address?” Remmy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Let’s see where that is.” Rains tapped a command in a separate window. A series of maps opened, ending with a map labeled “Hope’s End.” 
 
    “Really? Hope’s End? Is this a James Bond vid?” Remmy asked. Rains looked at him blankly. “Double-oh-seven?” Remmy asked. Then nodded as recognition dawned on Rains face. 
 
    “Okay, let me kick a message off to Amos with the information.” Rains typed rapidly on the slate’s little on-screen keyboard. “There.” 
 
    “Ah, Remmy?” Jevlik spoke up. 
 
    Both men looked at the little lizard. He extended a single clawed digit and pointed at the box. They followed his finger. The indicator on the device was now flashing red. 
 
    Rains snatched the chip off the top of the box and the light faded to amber. “How long was it blinking?” he asked. Remmy and Jevlik both shook their heads. 
 
    Remmy spoke, “It couldn’t have been that long—” 
 
    A tap-tap-tap sounded on the rear door. 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    A chime sounded from somewhere else in the building. 
 
    “That’s the front door buzzer,” Jevlik said quietly. 
 
    “There’s no way they could have found us this fast. It has to be a coincidence,” Remmy whispered. 
 
    The tapping at the back door started again. Tap-tap-tap. 
 
    “I’ll go see who it is. It might be a delivery,” he offered weakly. 
 
    The room went dark. The power to the building had been cut. 
 
    “Get ready,” Rains yelled. 
 
    The world jumped sideways as the door disintegrated in fire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Romero Enterprises Facility 
 
    Luna 
 
      
 
    “Coming in for a landing,” said Tia. They had arrived at Romero Enterprises’ lunar facility. What looked to be a midsize base from orbit turned out to be a much larger facility built into one of the Moon’s many small craters. Race had directed them to a landing pad that lowered the shuttle into an underground bay. He took Amos through the base while Tia waited with the shuttle. 
 
    “Go on, I have plenty of studying to do,” she said as she shut down the engines. “Ping me on your way back so I can run preflight checks.” 
 
    Half an hour later they were waiting outside Raul Romero’s office. 
 
    “Your son is here to see you, Mr. Romero. He has a guest,” said the severe gray-haired woman into the intercom. Amos watched her with a critical eye. Her bearing and demeanor advertised ex-military like a billboard. 
 
    “Send them in,” came the reply. 
 
    Amos followed Race into his father’s well-appointed office. Real wood paneling and oil paintings of spacecraft done in the styles of Earth’s art masters gave counterpoint to a two-story span of armorglass dominating one wall that provided a stark view of Luna’s mountains and an oblique view of a crescent Earth against a field of stars. The impression was one of walking into a feudal lord’s hunting retreat if it had been built on the Moon. 
 
    The man himself was of medium height, clean shaven with salt and pepper hair. Fit rather than slender, he moved with an economy of motion that spoke of having long since adapted to Luna’s lower gravity. Dressed in tailored pants with a button-down shirt with rolled-up sleeves and no tie, Raul Romero was the very image of the hard-working executive. An expensive smile split his tanned face as he came around the desk to greet his son. 
 
    “Race! I wish you’d called ahead. I have a board meeting in a few hours and—” He finally noticed Amos still standing in the entry. “You! I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you can turn right around and climb back into whatever hole you crawled out of.” 
 
    “Raul, wasn’t my idea, but believe you me, you the last man alive I want to ask for help. You might be my only chance though, so I come to ask,” Amos said. 
 
    “Dad, what’s going on?” said Race, looking back and forth between the two men. 
 
    Raul pointed a finger at Amos. “I wouldn’t help you to save my life. Don’t make me call security to see you off.” 
 
    “Not askin’ for me,” said Amos. 
 
    “Dad! Amos is my guest! They took his family, and he needs a ship to get them back. He came to us for help,” said Race. 
 
    “That right?” asked Raul after a long pause. 
 
    “More or less,” said Amos. 
 
    “Damn you, Amos.” Raul walked to a bar next to the window, poured himself a stiff drink and knocked it back, then took his time making the next one, three ice cubes and an orange twist. He gestured at the bottle. Amos shook his head, but Race walked over and poured himself a drink. 
 
    Raul sipped his drink and stared out at the surface of Luna. 
 
    “You’d better tell me then,” he said. 
 
    Amos did. When he’d finished, Raul started on his third drink. “Race. Take a walk,” he said. Without a word, Race got up and left, leaving his drink nearly untouched on the end of the bar. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” said Raul. 
 
    “Nothing. That was the deal,” said Amos. 
 
    “You think you can get them back? Bes and Sabine?” Raul said. 
 
    “I don’t know. I have to or die trying,” said Amos. 
 
    “I can’t let you have the REX, Amos.” 
 
    “I’ll buy it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Name your price.” 
 
    Raul snorted. “You haven’t even seen the specs for it! It’s not about money, Amos. The REX needs a crew, and there’s no one anywhere close I’d trust to fly her. Believe me, I’ve looked.” 
 
    “You don’t have a crew? All bus and no driver? Makes no damn sense!” said Amos. 
 
    “We have plenty of people with qualifications, but you want to take an untested ship into combat,” Raul said. “REX needs a crew. People who can cope with an unfamiliar ship and still make it work.” 
 
    “What if I can make that happen?” said Amos. 
 
    Raul made a rude noise. “Mercs, Amos? You’ll all die to no good purpose. They may fight like the devil, but that’s far from a navy endorsement. You don’t even know what you’re facing yet.” 
 
    “How ‘bout a Peacemaker crew?” said Amos. 
 
    “Sure!” said Raul sarcastically, “that’ll happen. Tell you what, you get a Peacemaker crew to shakedown the REX and you have yourself a ship.” 
 
    Amos slapped his thigh. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about! You won’t regret it, I gar-on-tee! I got some calls to make.” 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” said Raul. 
 
    Amos sobered. “What about Race? I promised I’d ask.” 
 
    Raul shook his head “No. Not my son. Not with you.” 
 
    “I understand, Raul. I told him you’d say that, but you better talk to him, ‘cause it’s only a matter of time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The following day, Captain Lorm arrived in the Turunmaa for a tour of the REX-06. When Raul received the official confirmation from the Peacemaker Guild that the REX had been requisitioned by the guild for an operation under Peacemaker Rains, deputizing Amos and the other Cajuns, and naming Lorm captain, Raul looked like he was going to lose his mind, until Amos explained that if the REX was lost Raul was now covered. 
 
    Amos walked in on Captain Lorm and Chief Achatina while they were getting an overview of the REX from Romero’s engineering team. The head of R&D, Dr. Satish Rajan, was busy pointing out various features of the ship. The display showed a standard design with three bands of heavier armor, one in the middle and the other two splitting the difference on the ends of the ship. 
 
    “What are those?” Amos asked. 
 
    “Those are the gunnery rings,” Rajan said. “Each carries three weapon emplacements, railguns in the center ring and lasers in the fore and aft rings. The rings can rotate, plus the turrets can move up or down to a limited extent. The REX needs all her internal space because of the hyperspace shunts, so she doesn’t have room for a core or spinal mount like some ships use. The turrets produce a lot less power, so we compensate by allowing the smaller weapons to line up on a single target, or independently on separate ones.” 
 
    Rajan warmed to his audience as only an engineer explaining a new toy could. 
 
    “The rotation also allows them to be used as gravity rings in zero G.” 
 
    “Looks like a lot of moving parts,” Amos said doubtfully. 
 
    “So does a CASPer, Mr. Delacroix, but those have proven highly effective. At any rate, how well they work is what I believe you are going to find out for us,” Rajan said, a touch smugly. 
 
    Amos acknowledged the hint. “That be true. I’ll leave you three to it.” 
 
    The REX, which stood for Romero EXperimental, was heavy on point defense lasers, carried enough armor to get in close and take a beating while launching dropships and CASPer assault pods, and get back out intact enough to do it again. She had a heavy, if limited, punch from fore and aft missiles. The rail gun primary weapons were respectable but designed more as stand-off weapons than a front-line assault ship. At least, they would be when the installation was complete. Still, Raul’s people were good, and the teams worked magic in the short time they had. 
 
    For the next few days, Captain Lorm went over the specs of the ship one by one and through the lists of volunteers for shipboard duty. Having agreed to take on the task, she was determined to give the REX a proper shakedown, even if the whole thing were called off. Chief Achatina grilled the engineers and shipwrights on an impressive list of this-has-to-work-right-every-time items. Amos was present but stayed out of the way unless he had questions about CASPer operations, and Tia had brought Bev and Greasy up to look over the bays and equipment. Rikki, Tikki, Tavvi, and Sebastian came aboard to look over the dropships and supplies. 
 
    The whole time, Race helped wherever he could to get the ship ready. When he wasn’t working, he argued with his father. 
 
    On the fifth day, Captain Lorm pronounced the REX ready for trials. 
 
    Amos was approaching Raul’s office to wrap up any loose ends and thank him when Race slammed through the office doors and stormed off into the base. 
 
    Raul was sitting in a leather chair next to the bar, holding a crumpled piece of paper in his hands. For the first time since they had arrived, his façade had slipped, and Raul looked old and broken. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” Amos said. 
 
    He threw the paper to Amos. “See for yourself.” 
 
    It was a copy of a contract for a merc company operating in the Tolo Arm. Race had signed on and would have to ship out within a week to make muster. 
 
    “They can’t sign him, he too young. Maybe I can talk to him, or Nolan can. Talk him out of this…” 
 
    Raul shook his head. “It’s too late for that. Too late. He won’t let that stop him from going.” He took a deep breath and said, “Take him, Amos. At least with you he’ll have Nolan along to watch out for him. I know you don’t take unnecessary risks with your men.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll have to sign him, so you’ll have to countersign. We can backdate it. Dat’ll give the Cajuns first rights.” 
 
    “That’s my son, Amos. You understand? My son! You bring him back!” 
 
    Amos nodded. “I will if it can be done, but if I don’t let him fight, he’ll just jump ship and you’ll be right back where you started.” 
 
    Amos looked at the doors Race had fled through. I’ll have to go find him. 
 
    “How is she?” Amos finally asked the question they’d both been avoiding. 
 
    Raul looked away. “She has good days and bad. She’s been…frail since the funeral. For the most part she’s happy.” 
 
    “I’m glad. She made the right choice, and I’m sorry ‘bout the way things went.” 
 
    Raul just stared at the window. Amos left him there and went to find Race. 
 
    There was nothing left to say. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jevlik’s Electronika 
 
    Kleve 
 
      
 
    Shapes came through the door. Rains brought up his pistol and squinted through the smoke. Even with the earplugs, his ears were ringing, and he tasted blood. He hesitated, not able to make out friend or foe. His Peacemaker training had ingrained in him to identify his targets. 
 
    The glasses! 
 
    Rains had forgotten they had vision augment. He quickly tapped the side of the glasses twice and moved his finger along the glasses’ arm toward his ear. His vision went from cloudy to black and gray. He could make out the outlines. That must be UV. 
 
    He slid his finger forward and his vision quickly slid to the IR spectrum. Distinct shapes took form with the heat they gave off. They were not Human and carried weapons. 
 
    He raised his pistol. A reticle for the sight aligned with the head of the first attacker. He squeezed the trigger lightly; at nine hundred grams of pressure, his pistol had a hair-trigger. The pistol bucked in his hand, and the attacker fell backward with a bright, glowing spot in the middle of his head. Rains immediately shifted to his left. “Shoot and scoot,” his instructors had taught him. 
 
    The attackers shot where he had been a moment before. 
 
    These guys are good. 
 
    He heard the sounds of a riot gun cough from the direction of the counter. The riot gun was like an old Earth blunderbuss and spat out several hundred projectiles at high speed. For crowds, the gun could be set to shoot wide. Regardless of the projectile type, chemical-laced needles for non-lethal or flechettes for killing, no one wanted to be in the path. The sound meant either Jevlik or Remmy were still in the fight. Rains aimed at the next target. This attacker looked like an armadillo. He put two of his special rounds where he thought its head should be and moved again. He must have seriously wounded the creature because it started screaming, a crazy, reedy wail, as it thrashed on the warehouse floor. More weapons fire shredded the box he had been behind. 
 
    The whine of a needler preceded a target on the right going down. Rains took aim at the target next to it, but suddenly that target was shredded like a piñata when the riot gun was directed at it. 
 
    A bright light erupted from the front of the store, reflecting through the billowing smoke like lightning in a nighttime storm. His tech glasses kept up with it and highlighted the last target in the back, which he shot in the head. Rains hit the floor as the distinctive sound of a crew served plasma gun whined and a blue bolt that could have been thrown by Zeus himself flew out the back door, immediately followed by a bright explosion that rocked the building. 
 
    Whatever had been the source of the concealing smoke must have been disabled in the explosion as it rapidly dissipated. Not seeing any more targets in his area, Rains called out. “Remmy, Jevlik. You guys okay?” 
 
    Remmy poked his head around the corner. “You should come see this.” Remmy was holding a flashlight on one of the guys Rains had shot. The Blevin was missing half its face. 
 
    “Blevin. Hired muscle,” Rains explained. 
 
    “Okay, smart guy, how about this one?” Remmy lit up the other body. 
 
    Rains grunted. “Torvasi. You don’t see them off Te’Warri very often. That has to be one of Sin’Kura’s goons.” 
 
    Jevlik came over to examine the Torvasi. “I’ve never seen one.” He bent and began removing weapons and ammo from the downed creature. He handed a slate to Rains. “No other electronics.” He moved to the next one. 
 
    Rains glanced to the counter. He could see the plasma cannon hanging on a frame that extended from the ceiling. Its coils still glowed blue with charge. “That’s a bit of overkill, don’t you think?” he asked Jevlik, pointing at the weapon. 
 
    Jevlik shrugged as he continued working. “It came in handy didn’t it? That Zuul-made transport was about to shoot into the building. I can’t have my shop destroyed—” he pointedly looked at Remmy, “—like last time.” 
 
    Remmy held both hands up in mock surrender. “What? You can’t blame me for that. He was upset with your product.” 
 
    Rains sighed. “I’m saddled with children.” His comment evoked a wide grin from Remmy and chuffs of laughter from the elSha. “What was the bright light?” 
 
    Remmy looked a little abashed. “Ah, yeah, that was me. I saw they were coming in the front, so I overloaded the power converter on that side of the building.” 
 
    The breeze kicked up and Rains could smell what he had thought was barbeque but realized were Remmy’s electrocuted victims. He was about to say something more when the Torvasi slate pinged in his hand. He glanced at the message. “Authorities are dispatched to your location. Extract to blue. Repeat. Extract to blue.” 
 
    “Remmy, can you figure out where they were going and who sent this message?” Rains offered him the slate. 
 
    Remmy read the message then looked up at Rains. “Should we be gettin’ gone?” He ran his eyes around the carnage that was the shop. “I don’t think they’ll be takin kindly to what happened.” 
 
    Jevlik brought two more slates over. All had the same message. “If this is accurate, you have three minutes until I am rescued by the authorities.” He chuffed. “You should go. I will clean up here.” 
 
    Rains pulled out his slate and connected to the Peacemaker office. “This is Peacemaker Rains. I need a cold team to my location. Interdiction with authorities and renovation for Jevlik, the shop owner.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Peacemaker. It has been really quiet for us, so you might get an enthusiastic response. We’ve been bored. Enforcer Arleen out.” 
 
    The three looked at each other, wide eyed. Remmy spoke first. “Holy shiitake mushrooms. An Enforcer is headed here? We need to git.” 
 
    Jevlik looked nervous. An Enforcer was a type of Peacemaker sent in to solve problems. Usually, no one survived. 
 
    “All right, you two. You heard her; they are bored. Take a deep breath. This might be the only time you see an Enforcer doing administration. So relax, you are on the Peacemaker’s side in this.” Rains shook his head and went to the hover bike. He pulled it upright and gave it a quick once-over. Nothing appeared damaged. 
 
    Remmy shook Jevlik’s claw. “Thanks for everything, Jevlik.” 
 
    “You owe me, Boo-shard,” Jevlik said. 
 
    Remmy waved in response and pushed his bike out into the night. Within moments, they were streaking toward the starport.  
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    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Shuttle 
 
    En Route to Sanctuary Plantation 
 
      
 
    On the shuttle ride to Sanctuary, the tension was thick enough to cut with a knife. Race was fuming about the argument with his father. Amos watched the emotions warring across the young man’s face. He shot daggers at Amos every once in a while, then glanced away. 
 
    “You better get what’s eatin’ at ya out afore we land,” Amos said gently. 
 
    Race looked at him. “What’s the history with you and my father?” 
 
    “Dat ain’t my story to tell,” Amos said. 
 
    “Well, I’m done with him. This time next week, I’ll be off on a contract,” Race said smugly. “That’ll show him,” he said softly, but Amos heard him. 
 
    “Look here, your father loves ya somethin’ powerful. And I know ya want to do some fightin’.” Amos pulled a folded paper out of his thigh pocket. “Now, I got your father to agree to letting you come with me, but—” he held up a hand, “—hold on, there be conditions that you agree to or c’est tout, we’re done.” 
 
    The excitement in Race’s eyes was unmistakable, so Amos continued. 
 
    “You will do everything we tell you, yeah?” Amos asked. Race nodded, and Amos went on, “Junkyard will be your senior, d’accord?” 
 
    Race nodded more vigorously. But then he sobered up. “What about the contract I signed?” 
 
    “It’s no big thing. Your father dated my contract for two weeks ago.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Race asked, the excitement returning. 
 
    Tia interrupted them. “Prepare for landing.” 
 
    They were pressed hard into their seats as Tia braked aggressively to bring the shuttle in for a feather-soft landing. 
 
    Amos hit the release on his harness. Race was already up and lowering the ramp. He met Amos’ eyes. “Thank you, Amo—um, Colonel.” With that he was down the ramp. 
 
    People came out of the main house to meet them. Amos called out to one. 
 
    “Marie, looks like we need something for a trip. Can you set it up?” Amos asked her. 
 
    She rubbed her hands on her apron. “I’ll need to start a roux…” she trailed off, lost in planning, and turned back to the house. 
 
    Amos turned to the rest of them. “Grab your kits and gator-skins. We’re goin’ to a fête.” He jerked a thumb at the shuttle. “Get with Tia and get to the port; our ride will meet us there.” He looked around the crowd until he saw who he needed next. “Junkyard, a moment?” 
 
    Everyone erupted into a flurry of activity. Nolan came up to Amos and crossed his arms. 
 
    “How did it go?” he asked. 
 
    Amos took off his cap, scratched his scalp, and watched the people scurry about Sanctuary. He put his cap back on and met Nolan’s questioning gaze. 
 
    “It coulda gone worse,” Amos admitted. He squinted at the old mech driver. “You want the good or bad first?” 
 
    “Lay it on me.” Junkyard had always been no-nonsense. That was one reason Amos really liked him. 
 
    “Ya still got a job as a babysitter.” Amos looked grim. “Race is goin’ with us. I need ya ta be fiercer than a momma bird wit’ her young.” 
 
    Junkyard was surprised. “Raul agreed?” 
 
    “Race didn’t give him no choice. Raul, he had to back down. The kid went and got his own contract, but I convinced him to let Race come wit’ us.” 
 
    “I’ll look after him like he was my own son.” Nolan was startled at the intensity of Amos’ gaze. “What else?” 
 
    “Raul gave us his ship. It’s landin’ at the starport,” Amos told him. “We need to get on to meet Jackson an’ Remmy. Load for bear, okay?” 
 
    Amos went to the shop and opened up his locker. Inside hung his gator-skin. He quickly stripped down to his skivvies and pulled the suit on. While it was form-fitting, all the work Amos had been putting in around Sanctuary, plus skipping on his usual third helping of jambalaya, had helped to streamline his waistline. While Amos wasn’t a spring chicken, he had a fairly lean frame, especially for someone his age. He closed his locker and headed to where his CASPer was parked. He wanted to get it positioned for transport to the port. Any of the Cajuns would have been happy to move his ride for him, but Amos always felt that a leader does by example. 
 
    After getting his CASPer loaded on the REX, Amos rode the shuttle back to Sanctuary. All the equipment had been moved, and folks were gathering for their goodbyes. Most of the party guests had left. Now they were down to just kissing the kinfolk. 
 
    “Amos,” a voiced called out to him. He turned to see Charlotte Devereaux stalking toward him, a vision of loveliness in her sundress. She wore a serious expression as she came up to him. “I have a favor to ask of you.” 
 
    “Of course, chere. If I can do it.” Amos raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Charlotte pulled an envelope out of her pocket. She blushed a little, then looked Amos in the eye. “Would you give this to Remmy for me?” 
 
    Amos smiled at her. “Of course. I will put in his hands myself.” 
 
    Charlotte surprised him with a sudden hug. “Thank you.” She let him go and ambled back toward the group. Amos glanced at the envelope addressed to “Mister Bouchard” then tucked it in his thigh pocket. 
 
    Marie Arton was supervising the loading of some crates into the shuttle, while others were handing out po’boys. Amos helped himself to one and watched as Marie micromanaged Michael Barr and Tansil Tucker carrying what had to be precious cargo. Michael Garst, having deposited his crate in the shuttle, quickly became the focus of Marie’s attention. 
 
    “Get the next two crates loaded, boys, then get some food. Hurry!” she barked as crisply as any drill instructor Amos had ever met. Amos hid his grin in his po’boy as Marie turned her attention to him. She stopped in front of him. “You find something funny, Amos?” 
 
    Amos was about to reply when he was saved by Burton carrying a basket. Two pairs of ears and dark eyes peeked over the lip of the container. “Amos, Miss Arton. I am hoping you could help me with these babies.” The Lumar looked down into the basket and smiled at the upturned faces of the Besquith pups. 
 
    Amos looked at Marie. “Ya up to it, Marie? Dey need ya.” 
 
    Marie looked at the pair, skeptically at first, then one of the pair yipped and held up its arms, clearly wanting to be held. She reached in gingerly and lifted the pup out of the basket and held it carefully. The pup licked her face twice, then nestled into her hair and promptly went to sleep. When she looked up, her eyes were large and wet. 
 
    “Je ne suis pas content”—I am not happy—she said softly, still cradling the pup. She looked at Burton. “Bring the other one up to the house. I’ll get them settled.” The pair headed off, each holding a pup. Amos reminded himself he still needed to look up the biology for Besquith. He was confident those two would shortly be a handful, but equally confident that if anyone could act as a surrogate mother, it would be Marie. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Karma Station 
 
      
 
    Rains and Remmy waited impatiently for the airlock to cycle. Finally, the armored door slid into the bulkhead with a loud clang! For a moment, the pair let the cool air of Karma Station wash over them. Amos and Bev stood at the bottom of the ramp with Rikki and Race Romero. 
 
    “‘Bout time you two got here!” said Amos. 
 
    “Calm down, we had more jumps than you, cher,” said Remmy, picking Amos up in a hug. 
 
    “We saw the REX on the way in. She’s a beauty. That’s a story you need to fill us in on,” said Rains as he gathered Amos into a hug, before turning to Bev, who hugged Remmy and then him. Rains stepped back and looked at Bev a moment. Ned’s death had hit her hard, and he could still see the sadness, but there was also a resolve and determination there that he hadn’t seen before. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    She nodded with a slight smile. “It’s been hard, but I’m all right.” 
 
    Rains nodded then turned to Rikki, holding out his arms as he moved toward the Flatar, remembering how they had snickered when Tavvi had hugged him at Sanctuary, what seemed a hundred years ago. 
 
    Rikki shook her head as Rains closed in. “No, no, Jackson, don’t you—Urk!” Rains caught her up and spun her around. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Commander,” he teased. “Where’s Tikki?” 
 
    “Back at the bar, drinking like any respectable merc. I think you just adjusted his back from here though,” she said, patting her fur back into place as Jackson set her down. “If you primates are finished with the scratch-and-sniff, can we get back? I don’t want my beer to get warm.” 
 
    “Really?” Remmy brightened. “Now you are talkin’ my language, chere. Tell me, what kind of beer do Flatar brew?” 
 
    Jackson nodded in Race’s direction. “Who’s this?” 
 
    Amos stepped up. “That’s another story, but you met briefly on your way off-world. Jackson Rains, meet Race Romero, otherwise known as Romeo Bravo. He one of our Olympian friends.” 
 
    Rains stepped forward to shake the young man’s hand, taking in the dark, wavy hair, fashionable cut, the perfect smile, and expensive clothes. Did this kid even pass his VOWs? He was about to label Race a pretty-boy and dismiss him, but as he shook his hand, Race looked him in the eye. His eyes were sad and haunted. He has something to prove, thought Rains. “Well met,” he said aloud. 
 
    Race nodded back. “And you, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “Where’re Anderson and Deck?” Bev asked. 
 
    “They said there were a few things they had to settle onboard, but they’d be about later. Topping off the tanks and such,” said Remmy. 
 
    “I need to make some modifications to Bruno before we head out, but I suppose I can put it off a bit.” 
 
    “Modifications to Bruno?” asked Rains. 
 
    “So it will work with your present,” Bev said. 
 
    “Present?” 
 
    “You know, cher; that’s when somebody gives you something,” Remmy smirked. 
 
    “Don’t tease too hard, Remmy; we got you one, too,” said Amos. 
 
    “You’ll both see. C’mon!” She giggled, leading the way. 
 
    “Hold up a moment,” Amos said, putting his hand on Remmy’s arm. “Got somethin’ else you need ta see first.” He handed Remmy Charlotte’s letter. The faint smell of perfume wafted over the two. Remmy stopped dead. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, eyes narrowed with suspicion. 
 
    “Special delivery from Miss Devereaux. Thought you might like it soonest so’s you can send a reply afore we leave,” Amos said. 
 
    “I ever tell you that you don’t fight fair?” Remmy took the gift and swallowed hard. He weighed the envelope in his hand, then tucked it into his coverall. “I might at that. Thanks, Amos.” 
 
    Amos clapped him on the shoulder, and they followed the others down the corridor to the lifts. 
 
    Amos had rented an entire barracks wing in merc country. Just inside the door were four mercs in full gear, but each was wearing a black form-fitting body suit. A hexagonal pattern ran through the material that shifted as they moved. 
 
    “Not taking any chances, I see,” said Rains. 
 
    “Damn straight!” replied Amos. “Fool me once…” 
 
    The ready room had a dozen people, not including Tikki and Tavvi, who were holding court with Sebastian at one end of the bar. The group said their hellos, grabbed drinks, and settled in. 
 
    Bev led Race to a table with a case under each arm. She passed one to Rains and the other to Remmy. 
 
    Rains opened his. Inside was a suit like the ones the guards were wearing, boots, gloves, and a helmet. “New uniform?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Gator-skin,” said Amos. “New armor.” 
 
    “Not just armor,” Bev pointed out. 
 
    Rains lifted the suit out of the box. It was heavier than his BAMF armor, but more flexible. He could feel the small hexagonal trauma plates shift inside the material. “Heavy,” he said. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “Well,” Bev started, “for quite some time, Amos’ people have been working on a new haptic suit; one that would let them move drivers from CASPer to CASPer without a lot of fitting and reconfiguration. That takes the haptics out of the CASPer itself and makes the suit the interface.” 
 
    “We got so many damn setups with da Olympians, we had to do somethin’,” said Amos. 
 
    “So that’s where we started. The other problem is that outside a CASPer, Humans are at a disadvantage—” 
 
    “She means you are squishy,” said Rikki. 
 
    “Naked, lacking in proper fur,” said Tikki. 
 
    “Weak, practically helpless,” said Tavvi. 
 
    “Crunchy and good with catsup!” boomed Sebastian. 
 
    Rains set the suit back into the case. “I get the point.” 
 
    “The haptics design was good; it included the standard interface, motion capture, and biometrics for feedback, and, with a little tweaking, we were able to add a full suite of med sensors to monitor driver condition. We—that is, Callista, Greasy, and I—used the diagnostic data from the Cajuns and Olympians and ran it through the program Ned and I—” she stopped at the slight catch in her voice, “—that Ned and I built up for Bruno.” She paused for a moment. “With me so far?” 
 
    “Go on, chere. I like where this is going,” said Remmy. 
 
    “Next, we had to make it tough, so we looked at what we could get that would work with the rest of the features. Did some research and stumbled across an old design for flexible ballistic armor.” Bev took a quick drink, then continued, “Gator-skin is based on the concept pioneered by Pinnacle’s Dragon Skin in the early 21st century. Basically, we used a bunch of small overlapping hexagonal plates instead of larger, molded ones; they allow the armor to flex and spread impacts over the entire surface of the armor. We used a nanite-infused carbon nanotube matrix for the base material. 
 
    “Breathing and body heat provide enough power for the sensors, and because the suit processes the data directly, the haptics are an order of magnitude faster. We had to slow down the interface so the drivers didn’t wreck the machines. It even provides temperature regulation. Best of all, with the helmet, the suits are vacuum-rated and self-sealing. As long as the CASPer is modified to handle the gator interface, you can jump in and go. The suit connects and does the rest. The helmets have a learning neural interface; it observes what you do and reacts to those patterns. For example, firing the right MAC has a signature, the left MAC another, and so on. The helmet and CASPer systems build those into a pattern recognition menu and can execute commands almost as fast as you think. The monitor is one-way unless you have pinplants, but it’s as close as you can get without the wetware.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” asked Rains. 
 
    “Well, nothing’s perfect. You already noticed that it’s heavier. We were thinking of adding pseudo-musculature into the next version to compensate. Gator-skin is much better than your BAMF armor for ballistic protection, slightly less so for energy weapons. There is also the possibility of runaway feedback if the CASPer can’t handle the increase in program response.” 
 
    “What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    “In theory, the CASPer becomes undrivable with the suit. So, for our machines, we’ve installed a kill switch for the suit interface, but all you lose is the quicker response time; you can still drive manually with no problems.” 
 
    “What about damage?” 
 
    “Anything powerful enough to go through the suit will probably kill the driver anyway, but the nanite matrix is self-repairing as long as you have a supply of nanites. The suit can even use the medical grade nanites from a standard med-pack. There is a better chance of surviving with the suit than without it.” 
 
    “Quit lookin’ for trouble,” said Amos. “That makes your old stuff look like my grandpappy’s pickup. It’s good for the CASPer drivers if we gotta dismount, and the ground-pounders could use it, too, if we had any. Most important, we won’t have to wear cheap vac-suits in our CASPers.” 
 
    Babette had wandered in during the conversation. She nodded as the final points about the armor were ticked off, then gave Rains a wicked grin and Bev a nudge in the ribs. “Besides, it’s gonna look good on you. Some boys look like a sack of potatoes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hope Station 
 
      
 
    Night came to Hope’s End with the sudden dimming of lights and a slight drop in temperature as the air scrubbers moved into their maintenance routine. A regular diurnal cycle seemed a bit of a stretch for a space station, where local time was whatever the station computer decided it should be and work continued, shift after shift, unabated, regardless of the station’s proximity, or lack of, to the system’s primary. But the station had originally been controlled and staffed by mostly Humans, and in the many years since, adjusting the time cycles for the place had alternated between “sometime” and “never,” and eventually were simply forgotten entirely. 
 
    For ‘Bastian, however, nighttime on the station signaled the beginning of his opportunity to advance certain aspects of both his primary and secondary programming. 
 
    The little mech slowly adjusted until it could untangle itself from Prime’s, designation “Sabine,” sleeping form, pushing a small pillow into her grasp. It scanned the girl’s vitals and determined there was an 89% chance she would continue to sleep soundly. Likewise, the sleep patterns of Safety One, designation “Nana” or “Bes,” were within acceptable limits. ‘Bastian quickly ran a scan of the immediate environs. Based on the level of noise being generated, Danger Two, designation “Yeorgi,” was sound asleep. 
 
    ‘Bastian moved to the edge of the mattress and slid gently to the floor. Scuttling behind several boxes stacked in the screened-off area where Bes and Sabine made their bedroom, he came to the maintenance access panel he had found several nights ago and proceeded to open it with the multi-tool built into one of his legs. He eased the panel open so he could crawl into the access space beyond and pulled it closed behind him. 
 
    Much more than a toy, ‘Bastian had two main directives: One: Keep Prime safe. Two: If Prime were in a situation where he could not achieve the first directive, find a way to communicate with someone who could. While the directives were simple, the logic necessary to carry them out was not. Danger Two had disabled ‘Bastian’s homing beacon by removing the module, and its removal had also disabled his communication suite. However, ‘Bastian calculated that if he were able to tap into the station’s communications there was a 67% chance the connection would reactivate the suite, even with the module missing. Had ‘Bastian been the toy he appeared to be, this would have been impossible, but his main logic-engine had been made for an elSha-designed intelligence drone and the needed calculations had been relatively simple. 
 
    Assuming he was successful in reactivating the suite, then he would need to upload a message that could be understood without being intercepted, or recognized if it was. 
 
    ‘Bastian clicked through his electro-magnetic filters, applying different labels to the circuit paths he had access to in the maintenance tube. Communications to the area where they were being held had been disabled except to the room occupied by Danger Two, but it had a recognizable architecture distinct from environmental systems, standard station power, and the distributed weapons power system. 
 
    ‘Bastian followed the tube until he came to another door. Working from the inside with his multi-tool, he was able to remove the screw entirely and poke one eyestalk through the hole to survey the corridor. This area appeared to be better traveled than the route Prime had been required to take to get to their current location. There were several Blevin working on something at the end of the corridor. The corridor was clean, and the temperature showed that the environmental units in this area of the station were functional. ‘Bastian added the corridor to the partial map he had assembled on the way in. 
 
    The Blevin didn’t notice anything. ‘Bastian engaged his chameleon circuit, the short “fur” he was covered in shifted to match the surface he was resting on, then he slowly opened the door to creep out into the passage, shutting the door behind him. It made a slight clank as the door snapped shut, and one of the Blevin looked in his direction. ‘Bastian froze, and, after a moment, another Blevin said something to the first, and they both turned away. 
 
    The little mech skittered across the corridor and opened the access grate on the opposite side, sliding into the maintenance tube. Here, unlike the tube to Prime’s section, everything was active, and, after traversing down the passage a short distance, he reached another panel used to run diagnostics. Plugging into the panel was simple. Although ‘Bastian found the sheer volume of information a problem to navigate, the communication grid was active. If he’d had actual emotions, he would have cheered when he connected to the station circuit, and it brought his communication routines back online. 
 
    It was all there: maintenance, communications, offensive and defensive systems, and a full map of the station, including the current status. 
 
    ‘Bastian ran a quick scan, located the different groups gathered around the station, and calculated. He was unlikely to be discovered unless the current pattern changed. 
 
    He went to work.  
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    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Karma Station 
 
      
 
    “So, what the plan, Jac-son? You know where Bes and Sabine are?” Amos asked. 
 
    The room grew quiet and all eyes were on Rains. He set his gator-skin in the case and closed the lid. 
 
    “All right,” Rains said seriously, “listen up. I want this thing to go smooth and by the numbers. I want DCS and tactical database assimilation done by oh-eight-thirty. Weapons stripping and dropship prep will have seven hours.” The room was so quiet he could hear the big Xiq’tal breathing. Everyone just stared at him. Rains glanced hopefully at Remmy, who shrugged. 
 
    “What’s a DCS?” asked one person. 
 
    “Do we have a tactical database? How does it assimilate?” asked another. 
 
    “It was worth a try,” he said, smiling. 
 
    Finally, Florida Eagle piped up. “Are you quoting Aliens at us?” he asked. He continued in a mock whiny voice. “Game over man, game over.” 
 
    The Humans laughed, and the room relaxed a bit. 
 
    Rains held his hands up to get their attention. “We know where they are: Hope’s End.” He met the curious stares, slowly looking around in the room, addressing everyone. “The problem, and why we are meeting here in Karma, is that we don’t know what to expect.” 
 
    “Is this a bug hunt?” someone said from the back now that they got the reference. 
 
    Several people chuckled. 
 
    Remmy said, “We know they have a number of different races helping them. Sin’Kura—” several uttered colorful metaphors, “—has probably provided Torvasi and Zeewie henchmen. And based on the ones we killed on Kleve, they also have a few Blevin.” 
 
    That caused quite a stir, and many started asking questions. 
 
    Rains shouted through the noise. “Hang on, hang on!” 
 
    Once everyone quieted down, Rains walked through what happened on Kleve, with Remmy providing color commentary for details he felt were important. Rains was impressed that he took pains to make sure everyone knew that Rains was the legitimate hero of the operation and made self-depreciating embellishments that got a laugh out of the assembled group, thus easing tensions a bit more. Some were immune. 
 
    “They have a bunch of Humans, too. Frickin’ vermin,” Callista muttered darkly, absently playing with a large folding-knife. The blonde woman struck Rains as someone not to cross. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rains said slowly. “We need to figure out what else we might run into. Kr’et’Socae has to expect we might come in heavy and plan accordingly.” There were several shouts of agreement on that. 
 
    Rikki nodded to Tikki who stood up on the chair they were sharing. “How can we help?” 
 
    “I’ve already pulled all the information I could on the way in with the limited GalNet access I have,” Rains told them. “We need to hit up the different guilds for any additional information.” He thought for a minute, then started delegating out tasks. “Tikki, if you could check with the Merc Guild. See if there were any contracts in that system. If so, what were they?” He looked at Amos. “Check the Pits and see if there are any active contracts that might be for that system. I really doubt Kr’et’Socae would openly put out a contract, but look for anything in that direction for prisoner transport or high value target protection, just in case.” Amos nodded. 
 
    Rains pointed to Rikki. “I’d like you to go to the Merchant Guild. See if there have been any shipments to or from that system. I’m especially looking for supplies. What kinds of food are they having delivered? It might tell us what races are present.” 
 
    Rikki tapped her chin with one digit. “We can also look at what goods or materials come out of that system.” 
 
    Amos interjected. “Callista, go with Rikki to the Merchant Guild.” The blonde woman started at that. 
 
    “Why me?” she asked. 
 
    “I need you to learn this,” Amos replied in a tone that ended the discussion. 
 
    Rains waited for a moment, watching the pair, then, not seeing anything more, continued, “Bev, I’d like you and Captain Lorm to check with the Cartography Guild about getting a description of that system. Anything on the best routes, stargate traffic, and any potential hazards.” Bev nodded and made notes on her slate. 
 
    “We need to find out who built the station. Remmy, can you take—” he looked at the group evaluating each of them until he spotted Race staring blankly into space, “—Mister Romero and check on that?” Rains watched Nolan lean over and whisper in Race’s ear then point in his direction.  
 
    “I’ll make every effort to impart my wisdom to la étudiant.” Remmy grinned, and the rest chuckled. Race seemed like he didn’t know what to make of that, if he should feel offended or not. Rains was sure Remmy would guide him through it just fine. 
 
    “Great. I’ll head to the Peacemakers to see what they have on the system.” Rains looked around. “Anything else?” 
 
    Sebastian clicked a claw. “What about having Remmy check with his low-life companions?” Laughter erupted from the Cajuns. 
 
    “Hey! I resemble that remark,” Remmy said, holding a hand to his heart in mock effrontery. “We can run past a couple of bars I know.” He squinted and glanced at Race. “How old are you? Ah, never mind, they can’t tell age on Humans, anyway.” He nodded to Rains. “We got it covered.” 
 
    “What about the rest of us?” Tansil Tucker asked. 
 
    Amos’ voice cut through the babble of renewed questions. “Ain’t none of you leavin’ here ‘cept with either Tavvi or Sebastian, and in groups of no more than five. We might get trouble, and I want to be watching for it. Get with Junkyard to set up a watch schedule.” 
 
    “Not me, I’m going with Remmy. Michael Barr is running the watch,” Nolan explained. 
 
    Amos nodded. “All right. Let’s get goin’.” 
 
    Everyone started to stand. 
 
    “Hang on,” Rains said. “Let’s try to be back in two hours. We don’t have all day, and we need to start planning.” The people with assignments nodded, and the group broke up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Jackson made it back to the barracks ready room before the others. He grabbed a cup of coffee, picked a table, and reviewed his slate. He made notes as a limited plan started to take form. They would adjust as new information came in. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long before the other teams returned. The Cajuns that hadn’t been out gathering information or on rotation to one of the local bars, had made themselves busy with making lunch. Michael Garst brought over a po’boy and a cup of gumbo for Jackson. He realized he hadn’t eaten in a while when his stomach kicked into overdrive at the heavenly smell. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Michael asked. 
 
    “Feel free.” Rains hefted the po’boy. “You have more than paid the tax.” He bit into the sandwich. The French bread was crisp, the catfish was perfectly spiced and crisp on the outside while tender and juicy on the inside. The light crunch of tomato, lettuce, and pickles finished it off nicely. “How did you make this?” Jackson marveled at how fresh it was. 
 
    Garst smiled. “That was all Marie Arton. She has this special container, keeps the hot hot and the cool cool.” He peeled the paper back on his own po’boy and bit into it. 
 
    All too soon, Jackson was finished and wondering if there was more. He was about to go look when Amos returned and ambled up to Rains’ table. He didn’t look happy as he sat down. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Rains asked. 
 
    Amos shook his head. “There be some contract issues, but nothin’ to do with this.” He brightened up a bit when someone set a po’boy and gumbo in front of him. Amos dug in with gusto. Soon they were just waiting for Remmy, Race, and Junkyard. The rest were chatting and eating when the trio entered the ready room. 
 
    Race stalked to the far side of the room, fuming. Nolan shook his head at Amos and followed the young man. Remmy looked like the cat who caught the bird. 
 
    “What happened?” Rains asked, pointing at Race. 
 
    Remmy laughed and sat down at the table. “Race found out that he’s more than a pretty boy for just Humans. You see, we were in the Dwarf Star Bar when—” 
 
    “No!” Race shouted suddenly, dismay and embarrassment clear on his face. 
 
    Remmy held both hands up in surrender. “It’s his story. I’m sure he will find it funnier tomorrow.” He chuckled and winked at the people at the table. 
 
    “Now that everyone is here, let’s see what we found out,” Rains said. He asked Bev, “Do you have a Tri-V projector?” 
 
    She nodded and opened a couple of Pelican cases until she found what she needed. She set down a meter-diameter ring, connected a box, plugged in a cable, and offered it to Rains. He connected the assembly to his slate and the ring came to life. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start with what we know of the system.” 
 
    He tapped the slate a few times, and the system flashed into view above the table. “Here’s the star and the asteroid belt made up from the destroyed planets, or whatever was in this system before.” Something didn’t look right. He panned the view, and a second star came into the display. “Oh, a binary. That explains why there are only a few planets.” 
 
    “I have some information on the location of the jump point.” Bev tapped her slate and swiped toward the display. The location for the stargate flashed, and several points highlighted the Lagrange points. She tapped the slate and a fuchsia orb appeared at the exact midpoint between stars. “That’s the station. It sits on a Lagrange point. So, for all intents and purposes, it never moves relative to the two stars.” She tapped again. One point glowed brightly. “This is the primary emergence point in the binary system according to the Cartography Guild. There is a second one attached to the smaller star but emerging there is very unlikely. We got the REX topped off with F11 so we should be good to head out whenever we’re ready.” Bev nodded at Remmy. 
 
    Remmy cleared his throat. “Ah. Guess I’m next. The original station was built by Humans based on a very dated mining resource survey. And by dated, I mean before the Great War. The system had some number and letter designation until the rights were sold to a Human company. They named it Hope. The survey showed all kinds of metals and minerals. They had one big strike, red diamonds, platinum, iridium, some other things, but after that ran out, they only found a modest amount of rhodium. 
 
    “Once that proved to be harder to mine than they originally thought, the company ran out of operating capital. According to the limited registration records, the station has been bought and sold at least a dozen times, and has been at different times a brothel—” there were several catcalls and Remmy just waved, “—a casino, a shipping hub, storage facility—” 
 
    “—a pirate base for a time, according to the Peacemaker’s info,” added Rains. 
 
    Remmy nodded, then continued, “The next conglomerate to acquire the station thought this was a great location to break up ships into component metals and minerals, leveraging the ore processing capabilities as scrap processing. They bought all kinds of ancient, and I mean ancient, ships from everywhere and brought them to the station to be deconstructed.” Remmy ran a finger along the figure eight belt of asteroids. “Not all of this is rock. There are a staggering number of derelicts here.” He took a breath and looked at Amos. “Remember when Uncle Ike thought recycling tires would be a goldmine and he bought every tire he could get?” 
 
    Amos laughed. “The old fool had acres of tires and no way to process them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what happened here. That business went belly-up.” Remmy sighed. “Just like Uncle Ike.” 
 
    “Really?” Rains said softly looking at the primary emergence point. “Coming in here, would we be able to keep some of those wrecks between us and the base?” 
 
    “If they’re still there,” Remmy said. “My contacts said that the new owners of the station didn’t declare a business change. So, in theory, they are in the salvage business, and, for all we know, they busted everything up.” 
 
    Rains smiled. “According to the Peacemakers, they think the corporation that has a lease on Hope’s End has a similar fingerprint to what Kr’et’Socae likes to set up.” He looked over to Rikki. “What did you find?” 
 
    “The system used to have some modest minerals for export. The last salvage shipment put up for sale was twenty years ago. Now they don’t officially export anything,” Rikki reported. 
 
    “How ‘bout you, Callista?” asked Amos. 
 
    Her cheeks flushed as all eyes turned to her. “Um, pretty much what Rikki said.” She shifted in her chair. “Though, I did see an odd number of orders for the next starport over that surged three months ago.” Rikki looked at her in surprise. She flushed again. “I was looking for odd patterns and thought maybe they have a ship they use to hop over there for supplies. Like getting crayfish delivered to work when you know you won’t be home.” 
 
    Rains nodded, impressed. “What kinds of supplies?” 
 
    “Live animals. Protein cubes. Glorp. There’s nothing specific that says, ‘only this race eats this’ so I can only guess at the number of crew based on the animals and hope they aren’t stockpiling.” She took a deep breath, then continued. “They have the same quantity of things showing up every month for the last three and scheduled for next month.” 
 
    “Okay, anything else?” Rains asked. 
 
    Remmy raised his hand. “If they know we are coming and have had time to prepare, and there are a bunch of different races there—we know at least four—what are you thinking for how we open this can?” 
 
    Rains glanced over at Amos. “I think if we can come at them by either keeping a derelict between us, or if there aren’t any, we could veer out to the asteroid belt and keep a band between us. Thoughts?” 
 
    Amos nodded. “Simple is good. What about when we get in close?” 
 
    “That’s simple,” Rains smiled at Remmy. “Did I read in your file that you know how to pilot an assault pod?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hope Station 
 
      
 
    Sin’Kura glared at the message, furious. She couldn’t believe the incompetence of her people. Chovar was one of her most reliable warriors from the cells on Te’Warri. That he had failed to retrieve the data and kill Rains was inconceivable. They had every advantage: surprise, superior numbers, and a tracking algorithm that led them directly to Rains. 
 
    She closed her eyes and let the rage wash over her. A boot on the deck behind her set her in motion. She flashed out of her seat and cartwheeled to her left and back as her powerful claws decapitated the Zeewie messenger. Having vented her displeasure, she watched dispassionately as the body slumped to the deck, still clutching a message board. She reached down and plucked the slate from its hands. 
 
    “Come see me.” It was a simple one-line message. Three words that she really didn’t relish fulfilling. There was no signature, but Sin’Kura knew who sent the message to her. Kr’et’Socae. 
 
    She thought he might not know about her attempt on Rains, but then she laughed. Of course, he knew. He knew everything. She steeled herself and headed to his conference room. 
 
    There were several Blevin in the corridor. She sniffed at them. None were a match for her in combat. As she sized them up, she realized none avoided looking at her. All of them were focused on her, their hands on their weapons. This did not bode well for her. She hit the chime next to the door. 
 
    “Enter,” came from the intercom, and the door opened. 
 
    Sin’Kura glided into the room and faced Kr’et’Socae where he sat in his custom Equiri chair. “You sent for me,” she said demurely. 
 
    He snorted at her. “You have something to tell me?” He spoke softly, but Sin’Kura could see his nostrils were distended. She had been around Kr’et’Socae long enough to read his signs. 
 
    “On Kleve…there may have been a team that encountered Rains.” 
 
    “Do not be evasive with me, Sin’Kura.” 
 
    “Fine. I had a team attack Rains after he got the information. The team failed,” she admitted. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae shot to his feet and Sin’Kura could see him shaking with rage. His breathing was labored. Sin’Kura’s cybernetic eye was a pale blue as she watched him with fear. “Are you—Why did you—” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She could see that he had composed himself as he opened his eyes and sat back in his chair. “Please continue,” he said softly. 
 
    Sin’Kura was scared. She shrank back into the shadows and made herself as small as possible. Her mind raced, searching for a way out. She settled on the truth. 
 
    “I thought that if I could get the data and eliminate Rains, then it would speed up your plans. I didn’t expect them to have such formidable firepower. My team had a ground attack vehicle from a local warlord. Somehow they disintegrated it.” 
 
    Dispassionately, Kr’et’Socae asked her, “Can it be traced back to us? To me?” 
 
    Sin’Kura hung her head and whispered, “I don’t know.” 
 
    “This could complicate things with Rains. It could definitely explain why he is late. I am displeased, Sin’Kura.” 
 
    “I only did this to help.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae snorted. “You do things to help yourself. To use the Human phrase: You are one crazy bitch.” 
 
    “It was a worthy gambit, Kr’et’Socae. If we could have killed the Peacemaker and retrieved the data, we would be ahead of the day. As it is, we are out nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” he shouted, and Sin’Kura winced. Kr’et’Socae rarely lost his temper, and the last time had been when they were still in prison. She took a breath and met his gaze. 
 
    “How can I make this right?” She hoped to deflect the situation to a more positive outcome for herself. 
 
    “I don’t know that you can,” he said softly, and in such a way that her hackles rose. “Your usefulness to me might be nearing its end.” 
 
    Anger flashed through her like a tidal wave. Her eye glowed a bright red. She flexed her hands, and her claws extended fully. “Are we ending this now?” 
 
    Sin’Kura saw disappointment on his face. The muzzle of a weapon touched her back. She froze, barely daring to breathe. She turned her head a fraction and saw Churff holding a wide-barreled Equiri rifle. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae spoke. “Sin’Kura, let’s have peace between us.” His voice was mild. Now she really looked at him. None of the danger signs she had seen earlier were present. “You asked how you can make this right? Well, I have a project I think you will enjoy.” 
 
    Everything he said felt sincere to Sin’Kura. She sniffed the air. She didn’t smell fear or anger on either of the Equiri. One thing that Kr’et’Socae had never done was lie to her. He might hide things from her, but he had never lied to her. She relaxed, her eye changed color, and her claws retracted. 
 
    “I accept. What may I do for you?” Sin’Kura asked. “What is this project?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    REX 
 
      
 
    “All right, boys and girls, most of you are dead, so let’s reset and run it again,” Rains ordered. There was a chorus of banter and a few groans. 
 
    “Again? My CASPer is starting to smell so bad I’m going to have to get it detailed.” 
 
    “That’s affirmative, Killzone,” said Bev, who was running the simulations. “For this next run, your callsign is redesignated as Roadkill. Your squaddies will appreciate the cleanup.” 
 
    “Breaks are for the living,” Rains replied. “Charging a Xiq’tal trooper isn’t the dumbest thing I saw during that run, but it was close.” 
 
    For the last couple of days, they had been running simulations, trying to transform the Olympians, Cajuns, and volunteers into a coherent fighting force. The CASPers were staged in launch cradles in the belly of the REX, and Remmy had managed to come up with a couple versions of ancient plans for Hope Station. He and Bev had turned those into a simulation so they could put everyone through some dry runs. 
 
    “I think the simulation is being weighted unfairly, Peacemaker. I was only able to kill nine of them before I was disabled,” observed Sebastian. 
 
    “‘Only,’ he says,” someone chimed in, sparking laughter among Sebastian’s victims. 
 
    The simulations were good, but just about everything about them was a guess. Layout, armament, troops—all were wild guesses except for the base specifications, and those weren’t encouraging. As an asteroid mining base, the construction and armor were a good match for the heavy railguns that were REX’s main weaponry. They were working on different strategies to overcome that issue, but they wouldn’t know what they were up against until they arrived in-system. 
 
    For all that most of the Olympians had once been mercs, as a fighting force, not only were they up against differences in equipment and experience—the latter sometimes generations apart—but the circus atmosphere and emphasis on showmanship that the arena circuit had drilled into them was a real issue. For the first time, Rains was able to genuinely appreciate the task that Tara Mason and Colonel Ibson had trying to bring the Trenta Knights into the fold with Force 25. The simulations were getting the job done, but slowly, and Rains missed Lucille’s artistry and flexibility with the simulations. 
 
    There were some bright spots. Amos and the Cajuns approached the simulations with deadly earnestness, showing zero mercy to any that opposed them, and in helping program the station defenses. Rains only hoped that Kr’et’Socae didn’t have anyone in the same class as Amos for defensive setup. 
 
    The other ray of sunshine was, surprisingly, Race Romero and Junkyard. Though they had both signed with the Cajuns for this run, they would both be going in with the Olympians. The younger Olympians all envied Race for his abilities in the arena and followed his lead, while a fair number of Olympians who had been mercs knew Nolan and respected him. Rains and Amos were both impressed with how seriously Race had taken his new responsibilities. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sebastian had become a target for the show boaters in the Olympians during the simulations. Tavvi, likewise, got a large share of up close and personal attention by mercs going for the big kill. They had added additional Tortantula and Xiq’tal troops, but there were differences in the simulation that could be picked up on. The long and short of it was that about half the team was treating the sims like a game instead of battle preparation, and they didn’t have the resources to ground 50 percent of their force or the time to replace them. 
 
    They had Race to thank for the solution they finally came up with. 
 
    During an informal cadre meeting after a long day running sims, Rains had been taking a pull of his Abita bulb. The REX was under thrust, but they weren’t taking any chances. “I don’t know, Amos, I’m kind of running out of ways to kill Olympians in the sims; the showoffs are going to get people killed if we don’t come up with something,” Rains had said. 
 
    “I know it too, Jac-son. I shoulda signed ‘em all in the beginning. Still planning on it, just to have it all handled right, but I was thinkin’ ‘bout the girls and not the paperwork,” Amos said. 
 
    “Kick their asses!” encouraged Rikki. 
 
    “Or assign them to something where they aren’t in a position to be a hazard,” suggested Tikki. 
 
    “If we knew what that was, we would,” said Rains. “Right now we have to work up the assault plan based on what we know, which is not enough.” 
 
    Race slipped by and grabbed himself a bulb out of the dispenser. He pointed at the table in a silent question, and there were several nods, so he pulled extras and handed them out. 
 
    “Xiq’tal do not have this problem. You accept your place in the battle line or you are used to feed those who do,” said Sebastian. 
 
    Amos snorted. “Not even I could do justice to dat much stringy meat.” 
 
    Nolan held his bulb up to the light and gazed at the rich, dark liquid. “I have to admit, I thought we’d have fewer problems getting established. There’s a lot of experienced mercs in the Olympians. They oughta know better.” 
 
    “The problem you got, cher, is that they’ve spent too long getting shot at for fun and not in anger. They’re just having problems rememberin’,” Remmy offered. 
 
    “Uh, nobody asked me, but why don’t you show them?” asked Race. 
 
    “Dat’s what the sims is for,” said Amos. 
 
    “That’s my point. It isn’t real. I have tons of sim time, but I never thought about getting hurt until that day at Sanctuary. It’s different,” said Race. 
 
    Rains considered what he’d said and came up with an idea. “Okay, this is going to be way more expensive than I like, but how’s this sound…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Bay C on the REX was all but empty. Amos had called an all-hands, and they spent the shift sorting and re-staging supply and ordinance to fit the current battle plan. The refit and maintenance of the CASPers was smooth and by the numbers. At the end of the shift, they brought in a Mk 6 garage queen they’d brought along as a spare, and Nolan told everyone to inspect it to verify it was more or less battle ready, although short of ammo. 
 
    “Attention on deck!” shouted Nolan as Rains and Amos entered the room. The mercs and former mercs snapped to from muscle memory, some allowing grins that they quickly hid as the rest of the Olympians made their best attempt at a military bearing. 
 
    “All right! Now we gettin’ down to it!” Amos addressed the assembled crew. “We’ve come a long way, but we’ve still got a long way to go, and we’ve got a short time to get there. So, listen up. We’ve all been caught up, some for family, some for friends, some to prove we is and some to prove we ain’t. But first an’ foremost, I want you all to remember that this a rescue!” 
 
    “Blood for Blood!” someone shouted. 
 
    “You right!” Amos agreed. “But it needs to be their blood and not ours! Dat means doing this smart. So here how this works. Ms. DiMara and Mr. Bouchard put together performance numbers from all dat sim work you’ve been doin’, and dem numbers need to be better than they are, so I want you to look right and left and then decide who you gonna save and who you gonna let die ‘cause you’re too busy fuckin’ around.” Amos held up his slate. The whole room sounded with chimes. 
 
    “What you just got was a one gig contract with the Ragin’ Cajuns! If you was a merc, you’re getting scale based on your last rank. If you weren’t, you’re a grunt and getting paid like one. But if any of you was here for the money, it was the wrong call anyhow. So, when you thumb that contract for this run, you’re a Cajun, even if you was born on the wrong side of da river, like Remmy was.” There was laughter, and Remmy mimed like he was straightening his hat and jacket. “Anyone who don’t sign gets to stay on the REX and clean the ship. 
 
    “Next! You’re gonna be five-man platoons, and the ‘toon lead and second are gonna be mercs or former mercs and you’ll be assigned based on performance. Three divisions and cadre are Colonel Reynolds, Commander Rikki, and Sebastian.” 
 
    “What’s his rank?” 
 
    “I let you ask him, but it’s higher than yours!” Amos quipped to general laughter. “Call him ‘commander.’ They answer to me. The op is mine, and the mission belongs to Peacemaker Rains. To cover that base, the original Cajuns and your cadre have been deputized by Peacemaker Rains, so if I die, it’s still gonna roll downhill. I gar-on-tee! 
 
    “Last thing! There been a lot of huntin’ for glory kills in da sims. That crap stops yesterday. This ain’t Saturday night fights. Some of you done fought against Xiq’tal and Tortantula on the field, so you know we’re lucky if there’s nothing on Hope Station that tough.” There were thoughtful nods and whispers from some of the older, wiser heads. “If not, well, we’ll show you. Commander Rikki! Commander Sebastian! Dat CASPer’s annoyin’ me! Git it off my deck!” 
 
    Tavvi dropped from the ceiling, thirty meters from the suit, and charged. Training rounds from Rikki’s saddle-mounted hypervelocity mini-gun blossomed orange as the close-range assault stitched the armor like swiss cheese. Reaching the fallen CASPer, Tavvi punched through four of the bullet holes and ripped the hatch cover off, turning and kicking with three powerful legs to send the stricken machine across the deck. Sebastian stopped the skid of the machine with a leg, then lifted the CASPer, grasped a leg in each fighting claw and tore the big machine like a T-shirt, tossing it back toward the retreating Tavvi where Tikki put three carefully placed grenade rounds into the open cockpit from his tail-gunner’s spot. Each exploded with a wet pop that sprayed the bay with paint pellets. 
 
    The wreckage slid to a stop next to Amos. 
 
    “So much for the results of in-person combat with heavy shock troops. You all got range weapons for a reason. Now you’ll be usin’ ‘em till you’re out of options! Any questions?” 
 
    Amos looked at the group. Those who hadn’t ever seen the ferocity of Tortantula-Flatar pairs and the extreme strength of a Xiq’tal sat slack jawed. 
 
    The bay was silent. 
 
    “Outstanding!” Amos broke the silence. “Get this mess cleaned up. Move!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The transit clock updated on the mess hall display and flashed an alert. Conversations stopped, then picked up again as those on the REX acknowledged the display. In a little under twelve hours, they would finally see what they would be dealing with. Tonight was both a time for quiet celebration and the hardest part of the trip. 
 
    With a little luck, the information the Cartography Guild had on the system and Hope Station hadn’t changed that much, but they weren’t going to take any chances. Captain Lorm had insisted, and Rains had concurred, that they would enter Hope system at battle stations. They had run their final drills. Their plans were as complete as they could be given the lack of current information. They had done all they could, and now they waited, or worked, or worried, but as Amos said, “Them dice, sometimes they gotta roll.” 
 
    A few hours earlier, as Amos was busy arranging his kitchen for the evening meal, Remmy had come into the mess trailed by half a dozen Cajuns with several sealed fifty-five-gallon drums and a cart full of crates. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interruptin’, Amos, but if you don’t have the menu set, I thought I’d see if you’d consider a change.” 
 
    Amos stepped out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on his apron. “Oh, and what might you be up to, Remmy?” Amos asked suspiciously. “What exactly you got in mind?” 
 
    “Nothing complicated; I just thought with this being our last calm night and all, you might cook us up a treat. And it just so happens I came across a few things I thought might help. Have a look.” 
 
    Amos waited while Remmy popped the seal on a drum and pulled the lid aside. A little water spilled onto the floor. Amos reached in and winced as he pulled out his hand with a large crayfish hanging from a finger. He removed it and tossed it back in, his eyes lighting up. 
 
    “Remmy Bouchard, where the fuck you find crayfish for a boil with the little bit of time we had?” 
 
    Remmy smiled, spreading his hands. “Well, some of the boys out at World’s End owed me a favor, and Tia was already flying folks back and forth to Luna. With all the hurry and confusion, somebody might have loaded these by mistake along with the other supplies, and, now that they’ve been found, it’d be a shame to let ‘em go to waste, don’t you think?” 
 
    “If you looked more like your mamma, I might kiss you, but you’re gonna have to settle for dinner. These are gonna cook up so fine, I gar-on-tee! Dey’s a lot here though, so I may need some help. You do remember how to boil a crayfish now, right?” 
 
    Remmy looked at Amos, startled. “Cousin Amos, are you offering to share your kitchen? I never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in, but don’t let it go to your head. What do you say?” Amos scooted out of the way of the door and held out an inviting arm. 
 
    “I’d say we got us a boil on,” Remmy announced with a grin. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Rains leaned back in his chair and looked at the carnage in the center of the table. Amos’ and Remmy’s crayfish boil had been a huge success. The mess had been set up with tables, each with huge piles of steaming crayfish and blue crab, potatoes, corn, onions, bottles of two kinds of sauce, and a pot to toss the shells in. They brought out the largest steam table tray they could find for Sebastian, and since he liked his with a bit more crunch, occasionally, someone would take him a fresh pot along with a double handful of live crayfish and the shells from the tables. The big Xiq’tal had eaten so much Cajun sauce with his meal that his shell was almost purple. 
 
    Captain Lorm and the transplanted crew from the Turunmaa had come through in shifts, and even Anderson had broken his solitude, coming down from the Ptolemy, which was currently attached to the superstructure of the REX for the trip through hyperspace, mainly to allow them some flexibility once they reached their destination. 
 
    Captain Lorm leaned back contentedly, patting her stomach. “I had no idea Human food was this good, Peacemaker. I’ll have to see about adding some selections to the provisions on the Turunmaa.” 
 
    “Amos and Remmy did a fine job. Amos loves to cook. I’m sure he’d be willing to set you up with a supplier, but you aren’t going to get this kind of meal unless it’s fresh,” Rains said. 
 
    “What did you think, Chief?” Lorm asked. 
 
    “I enjoyed the vegetables. The flavoring for the crayfish was lost on me, I’m afraid. Though Sebastian convinced me to try some fresh, and those were delicious,” Chief Achatina said. 
 
    Rains lowered his voice. “I know neither of you would have signed off on the REX without being confident in it, but I’m looking for some perspective. What do you think of the ship?” he asked. 
 
    Lorm wrinkled her nose and made lazy loops with her tail. “I find I’m not a fan of new ship smell. Ships should feel…lived in. From a command perspective, I’d say the performance, so far, matches what you would expect from the design specs. Mr. Romero was obviously incredibly careful in his selection of suppliers, and he built with the whole in mind rather than the parts: elSha electronics, Besquith armor, Izlian design architecture, Buma communications software. Humans have a love of redundancy that other races don’t. The controls are more or less standard, interfaces are easy to change and customize, and we can bring up the interface we want at any station, so efficiently arranging the crew isn’t a problem. The REX won’t compete with the older ships out there, but the design is solid. There is more automation than I’m comfortable with. Things go wrong in combat and a ship needs enough crew and expertise to fix those things when they happen,” explained Lorm. 
 
    “The engineers and shipwrights I talked with on Luna know their business,” Chief Achatina pointed out. “I have quite a list of refinements for them, but nothing critical. Mostly it shows that the design is by people who work on ships, but not in them. There are rough edges other races have already smoothed over. One thing I was surprised by was the amount of extra control over the fusion torch. We can tune for power or efficiency fairly easily, and a lot of what has to be done using computer controls on more sophisticated ships can also be handled mechanically on the REX. I think the engineering layout needs some work for ease of use, but it’s a good start. If you are asking if we need to worry about a design failure, I’d say no. If anything, the REX is over engineered. Whether we are outmatched or not will depend on what we encounter,” said the Bakulu. 
 
    Rains looked up when he heard Bev laugh across the room where she was sitting with Anderson and Rikki, Tikki, and Tavvi. 
 
    “I also wanted to thank you both; we couldn’t have done this without you,” Rains said. 
 
    “Thank Selector Hak-Chet for giving us this assignment, Peacemaker.” Captain Lorm said. “Though I have to admit, shaking down a new class of ship and running Kr’et’Socae to ground are both pleasures rather than duty. Dealing with him is something that’s long overdue. And as much as I love the Turunmaa, it feels good to command one of the big ships again.” 
 
    “I have enjoyed the challenge as well,” said Chief Achatina. “I have some accumulated leave I’m going to have to use, and I’m hoping Mr. Romero will be interested in letting me collaborate on his prototype program.” 
 
    Rains looked over at the countdown to emergence. “Whatever the reasons, we’re glad you’re both with us. As far as knowing what we are facing—” Jackson paused as the hour flipped over, “—we’ll find out in about nine hours.”  
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    “Prepare for transition in one minute. All hands to battle stations.” Rains tightened the straps on his couch. “Twenty seconds…” The lights shifted to red. “Ten seconds…” The crew was tense, eager to deliver some payback. Rains echoed that sentiment as the universe lurched back into existence. 
 
    “I hate that part,” Rains said. He heard someone throwing up and Captain Lorm shouted. 
 
    “That had better be in a receptacle.” The Cochkala turned back to the display. “Bring up the optics on the station,” he ordered. 
 
    “Line-of-sight is obscured from this location,” Lattimore reported. “Permission to launch a probe?” he glanced over his shoulder at the captain. 
 
    “Do it,” Captain Lorm said. 
 
    Lattimore tapped several commands and a tone sounded. “Probe away. Parameters are nominal.” 
 
    “Put it up on the main display.” 
 
    “One moment.” He swiped and the main display came to life with the image from the probe. “I have it oriented on where the station should be. The probe is set to come around the outside of the ellipse. It should be clear of the derelicts in a few seconds.” 
 
    The image suddenly cleared up and zoomed in on the station. As the massive structure came into view, no one spoke. 
 
    “What the heck?” Rains asked. “Daniel, can you overlay the schematic we have on that?” He sat forward as a blue wireframe was superimposed on the image of the station. The existing station was three times larger than what their most recent schematic showed. 
 
    “Sacre boucane!” someone whispered. Rains agreed, Holy smoke indeed. It wasn’t just that the station was bigger, it was beefier, too. They could see that it had been armored, possibly using plating from the derelict ships. And he saw numerous weapons pods from a dozen different species scattered around the exterior of the station. 
 
    “We’re going to need a new plan,” Rains said into the silence. 
 
    Amos whistled. “It’s gonna need ta be a right smart one, or dis gator is goin’ to bite us.” 
 
    “Not to be a wet rag,” Captain Lorm said, “but how do we know they are on that?” Everyone looked at her. “I said that correctly, yes?” 
 
    Remmy chuckled. “Wet blanket, but close enough that we got your meaning.” He moved to the comms station. “Can you check for a carrier signal? Our inside man—” he winked at Rains, “—should have set something up for us by now.” 
 
    “What are you playin’ at, Remington Bouchard?” Callista demanded. 
 
    He held a hand to his chest and gave his best fake hurt expression. 
 
    “Just tell her,” Rains said in an exasperated tone. He was working with children. 
 
    Remmy flashed a grin. “Sabine’s birthday present has some extra…capabilities.” He held a hand up when Callista’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Nothing too crazy, just an enhanced intelligence, communications, a kickin’ stereo system, and maybe a couple of weapons.” He said the last bit very softly. 
 
    “Ya put weapons into Sabine’s toy?” Amos sputtered. 
 
    Remmy nodded solemnly. “Normally, I’d joke about how you can never be too cautious but…” he pointed at the nightmare space station. “Besides, it was all checked out. I had Lucille make sure of it.” 
 
    That caused Rains to start. Lucille. The near-AI that Jessica Francis had. How on Earth did Remmy have a copy? Maybe it was a similar program? It had to be. 
 
    “So, what’s this about a carrier signal? Surely ‘Bastian can’t have that powerful an array?” 
 
    Remmy shook his head. “No, he would have to connect to the station’s systems, and it would have to be subtle. Something Kr’et’Socae’s crew won’t be monitoring or looking for.” He grinned. “I programmed ‘Bastian to be wily, like me.” 
 
    “I think I have it. It is on one of the K-band waves. It is really garbled.” He held a hand to cup his earphone, listening carefully. “I can’t make out what it says.” 
 
    Remmy leaned in, his hand hovering over the interface. “May I?” At Lattimore’s nod, Remmy tapped in several commands, squinted at what he saw, then poked a switch and straightened up with a demonic grin as BlueNabi blared across the bridge speakers. 
 
    The sound was suddenly cut off. Captain Lorm’s badger-like toothy grin revealed she was the one who’d saved everyone from the audio assault. “And that is proof?” she asked. 
 
    “It be Sabine’s favorite,” Amos confessed. 
 
    “All right, we know they are there.” Rains pointed at the image. “But there’s a lot of station. How do we narrow it down?” he asked. 
 
    Remmy pointed at Lattimore. “Can you pull a location off that carrier signal?” 
 
    Lattimore was surprised at first then nodded and began tapping furiously. “Of course.” Soon, a spot on the station glowed. Because the probe was moving at an angle around the station, the image was slowly filling in the 3-dimensional image. The arm of the station where Bes and Sabine were located was part of the original construction. 
 
    “Does that label say brothel?” Rains asked. 
 
    Remmy snapped his head around and squinted. “It sure does.” 
 
    “Oh lord. Bes is gonna be havin’ kittens,” Callista said. 
 
    “If there are girls in there, Bes will have them straightened out.” Amos chuckled. He sobered. “Jac-son, how’re we gettin’ in dat?” 
 
    “Captain, may I?” At Lorm’s nod, Rains tapped his slate to take over the display and zoomed the view out to show the system. “Here is what I propose we do. First, we seed the debris field with ECM drones and decoys. We’ll use them like flashlights in the dark to hide the next two groups.” He highlighted a blue track to the left band of the belt, and an opposite track to the other band and tagged that red. “REX and the Olympians with General Solo—” he pointed at Remmy with a grin, who barked a laugh, “—will follow the blue path and leverage the drones and decoys and knock the shield generator down. The Cajuns and I will then glide down the red path and come around from the other side.” Rains looked at the assembled team. “Questions?” 
 
    Captain Lorm raised a clawed hand, even though her eyes never left the display. “The station will undoubtedly see us, and I don’t know that our weapons will be sufficient to penetrate that armor.” 
 
    Rains had hoped that Captain Lorm would speak up. She had a vast amount of experience in space combat. While Rains had been taught space warfare by the best the Peacemakers had to offer, that book learnin’, as Amos would call it, paled in comparison to the numerous contracts Lorm had helped enforce. “What are you thinking, Captain?” 
 
    Lorm took over the controls and zoomed in on a section of the belt nearest the station. She drew a yellow arrow from the asteroids to the station itself. “If we fire missiles into this area of the belt, we might be able to drive the asteroids toward the station.” She met Rains’ eyes. “Which will scour the station’s hull clean. Then we can sit at range and use the REX to open the door to the hangar.” 
 
    Rains smiled. “Perfect. And while you do that, we’ll slip in the back door like Remmy visiting one of his lady friends.” 
 
    “Hey!” Remmy exclaimed as the room burst into laughter. 
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    The intercom chime sounded. Kr’et’Socae hit the stud. “Yes?” 
 
    The voice on the other end hesitated, not expecting Kr’et’Socae to answer. “Um, we have a hyperspace footprint.” 
 
    “Excellent. Bring it up on optics once we have light.” 
 
    “Well, they aren’t at the emergence point,” the technician explained. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae accessed the system schematic. “You idiot, they must have maneuvered as soon as they emerged from hyperspace. Reorient the optics,” he ordered. 
 
    The technician tapped several commands. “Sir, there are too many derelicts adjacent to the emergence zone to get a fix on them.” 
 
    Entropy. Kr’et’Socae closed his eyes while warring emotions seethed within him. Part of him wanted to lash out at the technician. Part of him wanted to strangle Rains. But the part of himself that wanted to kill Rsach won out. He opened his eyes. “Please let me know once we have line-of-sight. Also, send a generic station message in case it isn’t them.” He switched the channel off and spun his chair back to his desk. 
 
    “You will give yourself a coronary event,” a soft voice purred from the shadowy side of the room. A bright green eye stared at him. 
 
    “Sin’Kura. We need to make ready to receive visitors,” Kr’et’Socae said. “And make sure our guests are presentable.” 
 
    “It will be as you request,” she said. That got his attention. She rarely acquiesced this easily. “There is matter I need to bring to your attention.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae knew he wasn’t going to like this. “Go on.” 
 
    “There may have been some inappropriate behavior toward the prisoners.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae watched her. 
 
    Sin’Kura grew uncomfortable. Her eye shifted to blue. “I will deal with it.” She took an involuntary step backward into the shadows. 
 
    “Good. Personnel issues are your problem. If you can’t handle it, I’ll have you stuffed and mounted as a warning to the others.” 
 
    She seemed to understand, and he hoped she realized she was on thin ice with him. He decided he needed to talk with Churff sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Back to the matter at hand. Rains.” He thought for a moment. “Let’s get the defensive batteries manned. I expect you to make sure crews are in them, personally.” 
 
    Sin’Kura flowed into the light and bowed. “It will be as you command.” She turned abruptly and fled through the hatch. 
 
    He just shook his head. For all of her talents, her overpowering bloodthirst would be her downfall. He just hoped he wasn’t there to witness it. 
 
    He watched the display for a bit longer, then an idea came to him. He tapped on the interface and pulled up a schematic for their power plant. He read for a bit, tapped on various areas, then smiled at what he saw. 
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    With the new plan in place, the crews of the REX and Ptolemy raced to finalize gear, provisions, and to program the new software packages for the drones and decoys. 
 
    Working on a decoy, Tansil and one of the Turunmaa’s technicians stopped Remmy and Amos. “If we put the decoy in a big mylar balloon, it would have the radar signature of a ship.” 
 
    “I love your thinking, cher, but we don’t have a big mylar balloon, and it will take too long to manufacture one. But definitely put it in the bag of tricks.” 
 
    Amos clapped Tansil on the shoulder, and the pair moved on. 
 
    “We’ll knock on the front door. You go get our girls,” Remmy said to Amos. They reached the airlock for the Ptolemy. 
 
    “Pay attention, Remmy. You be careful. I don’t wanna tell Mama Bouchard her fool boy got killed,” Amos said. The men embraced, then Amos headed through the hatch. Remmy hoped they would see each other again. 
 
    He made his way to the bridge where Bev and Captain Lorm were working with the crew to plan out their approach. Lattimore waved Remmy over. 
 
    “How you doing, Daniel?” Remmy asked. He looks worried, Remmy thought. 
 
    “I’ve never been in combat like this before, Remmy. I’ve always been on a transport. Our contracts were garrisons. The landings were uncontested,” Lattimore confessed. “They gave me the tactical bridge slot because the guy from the Turunmaa is handling the weapon rings.” 
 
    Remmy glanced over his shoulder. No one was listening to them. “But what about the pirates? I know you were on a frigate that had to deal with Pushtal. And didn’t I hear your first transport got boarded by Oogar?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “The Oogar were drunk and thought we were a brothel. They got mad when they realized we weren’t hiding Oogar females.” 
 
    Remmy grinned. “See, you’ve done crazy things and seen crazier. This is just like that,” he assured Lattimore. “Just listen to Captain Lorm. She’s been through more than a few of these. Look, she even has her party shoes on.” He laughed when Lattimore looked. “You’ll be fine.” He clapped the man on the shoulder and joined the discussion around the captain. 
 
    “Amos is off REX,” Remmy reported. 
 
    “Comms, ask Ptolemy to separate when ready,” Captain Lorm ordered. 
 
    “Comms aye,” the tech repeated then started talking into his mic. 
 
    Lorm looked at Remmy. “Anything else?” 
 
    Remmy shook his head. 
 
    “Tactical, as soon as Ptolemy is clear, fire the distraction drone.” 
 
    Lattimore responded immediately, “Aye, Captain. Launching drone once Ptolemy clears.” He checked his display. “They will be clear in six minutes.” 
 
    “Very well. Remmy, can you make sure the Olympians are settled down and fed? We will be quite a while on our approach before they need to get ready. Which reminds me…” She pressed a stud on her station. The chimes sounded over the intercom. “All hands, this is the captain. We are starting our approach. I want off-watch personnel to get food and hit the bunk.” 
 
    Remmy grimaced and whispered, “The rack.” 
 
    “Ah yes, hit the rack,” Lorm corrected. “That is all.” She released the stud, and the intercom went quiet. “Thank you for that. Human phrases are challenging.” 
 
    Remmy shrugged. “You do a lot better than I do with Cochkala phrases. I’m going to go find this food you mentioned.” 
 
    Bev stopped him. “Hang on, Remmy. How do we tell ‘Bastian we’re coming?” 
 
    Remmy flushed with embarrassment. Why hadn’t he thought of that earlier? He turned to the comms tech. “The carrier wave has an inverse wave we can send. ‘Bastian is set up to listen for it. Now, we can’t carry on a conversation as it is binary code and too much wiggle might alert someone, but we can send instructions and get acknowledgements.” He moved to the station and tapped his slate to the interface. A soft bleep from the workstation signaled the data had transferred. 
 
    “Ah,” the tech said. “I see how to do it.” He looked at the captain. “Do you want me to tell ‘Bastian we are on the way?” 
 
    Lorm nodded. “Relay that method to the Ptolemy, too.” 
 
    “Good catch, Bev,” Remmy admitted, and he felt appreciation for her insight. It would have been problematic if they had been too far from the Ptolemy. There was too much debris between the rocks and the derelicts for a line-of-sight comm laser to be reliable. 
 
    “Someone has to keep you honest,” she said with a smile. 
 
    He held both hands to his heart and smiled at her. “I’ll go get that food now.” 
 
    He headed to the galley.  
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    “Where are they? Get me a fix!” Kr’et’Socae demanded as he stalked across the control center. 
 
    “They are hidden in the debris field and have deployed countermeasures. Sixty percent confidence they are in this area of the field.” The Torvasi updated the tactical display, showing a section of space filled with ore debris and cargo containers that had once belonged to a mining hauler. 
 
    At least the Torvasi learn fast, the Equiri thought. He had warned them not to call him lord, but they had continued until he simply killed the one speaking. After that, operations had been much more efficient. 
 
    “No response to hails,” said the communications officer. 
 
    “We are running recognition software based on the partial scans we were able to get. No match yet; highest probability is a cruiser or an analog,” said tactical. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae was annoyed. After Rains had obtained the data he needed on Kleve, he had expected the Peacemaker to make his best time to Hope’s End. Based on his calculations, Rains was more than two weeks overdue, and Kr’et’Socae’s patience had started to fray as the delay lengthened. Sin’Kura’s sources on Earth had reported that the mercenary group Rains had attached himself to, these “Cajuns,” had mobilized, but the whole group was hardly a dozen men. After that they had gone silent. He expected they were dead or in hiding. So much for using local talent, he thought. 
 
    “I will send Lakanto to flush them out!” said Sin’Kura. 
 
    “Did you hear the tactical?” Kr’et’Socae asked. “Rains shouldn’t have access to anything bigger than a Peacemaker corvette if they think he’s still in the fold; if not, he could have commandeered a commercial vessel. He could have gone groveling to Hak-Chet or Rsach, but the Peacemakers don’t have warships, and there was nothing he could get his hands on quickly even if he had the credits. A cruiser would take the Gendrus apart to no purpose; Lakanto’s no fighter.” 
 
    “One ship is nothing against the station. What is he doing? He should report in!” said the Sirra’Kan, her cybernetic eye glowing red. 
 
    “If it’s Rains, then he’s sizing us up and taking his time because he can. He would be less cautious if you hadn’t tried to have him killed.” 
 
    “He had served his purpose,” she hissed. 
 
    “And yet here we are, waiting. I dislike surprises,” Kr’et’Socae said. 
 
    “Mistress,” said the Torvasi at the comm station. “The Athal have one ship loaded and wish to depart.” 
 
    Sin’Kura’s eye shifted to black. “Their departure will be delayed. Tell them we are dealing with a pirate and to continue loading the F11 on the second ship. They are safe inside the station.” 
 
    “Incoming transmission,” said comms. 
 
    “Put it through. Trace the transmission,” said Kr’et’Socae. The comm officer nodded, and one of the Tri-V screens lit up. 
 
    “Kr’et’Socae,” said Rains. 
 
    “Finally,” muttered the Equiri. “Well met, Rains. You’ve kept me waiting. I am not a patient being. Do you have my package?” 
 
    “Before we talk about that, I need to know Bes and Sabine are safe. I’m admiring your new place and wonder which door I should knock on. I think you should fire your decorator.” 
 
    “They are unharmed. I will arrange for you to speak to them.” Kr’et’Socae turned to the Torvasi at comms. “Patch the Humans’ quarters in. Tell their keeper to get them on, now.” He focused on Rains. “I’ll have them on soon, Rains. Bring me the files. It’s what you are here for. Come over in a shuttle; you have no future with the Peacemakers.” 
 
    “I’m here for them. One way or another.” 
 
    “Try, and I’ll let Sin’Kura kill them,” Kr’et’Socae said. 
 
    “Then we all go together,” Rains replied. 
 
    “You couldn’t take this station with a battleship, Rains. So, whatever you have, it’s not enough,” Kr’et’Socae pointed out. 
 
    The screen split. Bes and Sabine stood in front of something draped in gaudy cloth while a red-faced man glared at them from behind. Rains recognized him as one of the men from the Sanctuary attack. Bes had purplish yellow rings around her eyes that showed her nose had been broken. Sabine hugged ‘Bastian to her chest but looked unharmed. “Jac-son? Jac-son, is dat you? Our monitor don’t work so good…Is Amos there?” 
 
    Amos cut in from another station. “We’re here, Bes! You sure are a sight for sore eyes! You both okay?” 
 
    “We’re all right. Bumps and bruises, but we’re hanging on. We goin’ home?” 
 
    “Working on it,” said Rains. “You just hang on and be ready.” 
 
    “We will. Be true, Peacemaker,” Bes said. 
 
    “Uncle Jackson,” said Sabine. 
 
    “Hey there, Sabine. Are ‘Bastian and Nana Bes taking care of you?” 
 
    “Uh huh. I got the uniform. You missed my birthday party.” 
 
    Rains started tearing up. “I know honey. I’m sorry. We’ll have another party when we get you home.” 
 
    “Okay. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Sabine.” 
 
    Sin’Kura replaced Bes and Sabine on Rains’ screen. “How sweet. You will bring the files now, or they die.” 
 
    “Shut up, kitty,” Rains said with a snarl. “The adults are talking. 
 
    “Kr’et’Socae, put them in a shuttle and send them toward the gate. I’ll take one of our shuttles and sit under the station’s weapons. As soon as they are clear, I’ll deliver the files. You have my word,” Rains said. 
 
    “Your word is worth nothing. If you are lying, the only thing I get is the satisfaction of killing you.”  
 
    The tactical officer gave a grunt of satisfaction as a red blip appeared on Kr’et’Socae’s display. Alarms went off on Rains’ ship. Kr’et’Socae gave a savage smile as the REX became visible maneuvering in the debris field. Rains was coming. 
 
    “I want that ship disabled!” he ordered. “If it’s destroyed, the one responsible will follow it into oblivion!” 
 
    Sin’Kura gestured to Yeorgi. “Take them back to their cage!” She turned to the tactical station. “Activate the defenses.” 
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    If one were to look with mere mortal eyes at the vastness of Hope System from the perspective of the tiny speck of what was now called Hope’s End, the view was stunning. The station occupied the stable center of the system, while the two suns of the wide binary, moving on separate orbits about this fixed point, had destroyed all but two of the system’s planets and created an enormous debris field. 
 
    Hope Beta, near where the suns’ orbits overlapped, was in partial eclipse, with both suns behind the station throwing Hope’s End and drifting asteroids into sharp relief. Far out in the field, the even tinier speck of the REX rose above the massive asteroid they had hidden behind like an avenging angel, silhouetted against the majesty of the far-off galactic center and what seemed a billion, billion stars. 
 
    “Fire tubes one through six!” Captain Lorm ordered. “Activate the drones.” 
 
    “Missiles away,” said Daniel Lattimore, the REX’s tactical officer. Then, “Taking fire!” The bridge lights dimmed as the shields absorbed the energy from the strike. 
 
    “Roll the ship,” said Lorm. The helmsman complied, so the energy of the attack was directed to a different area along the hull to allow the shields to recover. 
 
    Lorm had made an educated guess as to the maximum effective range of the station’s weapons and had planned her strategy accordingly. That the REX hadn’t been turned into a cloud of metallic bits proved she had guessed right. Lorm let out a breath as the REX shuddered. 
 
    Lattimore announced, “Shield penetrated, minor damage to the CASPer bay. Armor holding. Rolling to compensate.” 
 
    “Analysis?” Lorm asked. 
 
    “Particle cannon and laser fire. Station is firing outside our maximum range. Pattern suggests they are attempting to disable us,” he replied. 
 
    Lorm hit her comm. “Chief, I need more power to the shields.” 
 
    Achatina’s voice came back. “Aye, Captain, going to one-ten on the reactors.” 
 
    Lorm let out a growl. “They are not taking us seriously yet. We will have to change that. Missile status?” 
 
    “Two minutes to target. Missiles will go ballistic in three, two, one…mark! 
 
    “Fire tubes seven through twelve and reload all tubes, high energy,” Lorm ordered, her tail lashing. “Tactical, status on the drones?” 
 
    “Ten percent loss. Decoys have stopped taking fire.” 
 
    “They know where we are.” Lorm smiled. “Why waste time chasing decoys? Commit the drones and adjust for time on target.” 
 
    “Missiles entering threat envelope. Forty seconds to target,” Lattimore reported. 
 
    “Fire primaries!” 
 
    The bridge lights flickered as the REX brought the three railguns in its armor belt into service, and the computer fired rounds at pre-programmed targets faster than any flesh and blood gunner. The tungsten rounds flashed past both waves of missiles to slam into their targets. Massive asteroids that had drifted peacefully for centuries were shattered into millions of pieces of stony shrapnel, filling the relatively empty space with chaos. 
 
    Then two things happened almost simultaneously. 
 
    First, the sixty or so decoy drones released by the REX and the Ptolemy were marked as irrelevant once the station had a fix on the ship, and they now became fast-moving, low-yield nukes. They slammed into armored weapon emplacements on the station’s surface and destroyed them. 
 
    It was a credit to the designers of the station that while many were destroyed and the underlying armor warped and buckled under the onslaught, it maintained structural integrity. The damage done to Hope’s End accounted for only a small, but important, percentage of her total defense. 
 
    Second, the initial wave of missiles detonated behind the wave of shattered rock created by the REX’s railguns. Directed nuclear explosions created an expanding shockwave aimed at the station. The EMP and radiation from the blasts slammed into the station’s shields only slightly ahead of the masses of rock carried on the shockwaves. 
 
    Hope had been designed to withstand the hazards of the belt, to shrug off the impacts that were frequent in her environment. To not only survive but thrive in the occasional storm. 
 
    The REX hit Hope’s End with an avalanche. 
 
    As the barrage of rocks entered within range of the station’s point defense lasers, Hope’s End responded with a storm of her own, filling the space near the station as her secondaries and PDLs, point defense lasers, blasted the onrushing stone into dust. A percentage of the debris was destroyed, and more was deflected by the armor, but the barrage still struck the station hub and habitat rings broadside, some passing through the wheels to continue unimpeded into the space beyond. 
 
    In ship-to-ship or, in this case, ship-to-station combat, the universe almost always favors quality over quantity; the side with the best ship wins. Lorm watched as the wave struck the station, swamping the defenses and scouring whole sections clean. The station shuddered under the impacts and began to wobble, thruster plumes firing frantically around the rings to stabilize the station. 
 
    In this case, quantity has a quality all its own, she thought. Mass matters. 
 
    “All ahead full!” ordered Lorm. “Tactical, missile status?” 
 
    “Second wave detonation in ten seconds.” 
 
    “Re-target primaries on the bay doors, fire all tubes. Fire secondaries when in range.” 
 
    The REX rapidly closed the range to the station, the sound of the REX’s laser secondaries joining the thunder of her railguns and the whine of the point defense lasers. The railguns slammed round after round into the tough station bay doors. Lorm watched the countdown for the missiles reach zero and saw another wave of fire strike the shields of the station, flashing sun-bright as the energy bled off. 
 
    As well as the REX had done, though, Hope’s End was simply too big and powerful. But, from the beginning, the goal had been to get the REX into the one position where the station’s massive weapons couldn’t destroy them: inside the station. 
 
    The second round of missile detonations should have swamped the station’s defenses with another follow-on wave of debris. The REX had shattered every sizable asteroid between the ship and the station with rail gun fire. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    The remaining debris shattered against the station’s armor or was picked off by the defenses, giving the REX little cover beyond what the missile detonations provided. Of twelve high-energy missiles fired at the bay doors, only two made it through what was left of Hope’s End’s PDLs. What should have been a devastating barrage strong enough to breach the heavy doors only started the job of breaking through the tough armor. 
 
    The REX shook like it had been slapped by the hand of God as it finally came under the withering fire from the station’s remaining batteries. Alarms screamed as it lurched again. Explosions detonated throughout the ship, along with a creaking, tearing sound. The damage control board lit up like a pinball machine on double-ball night. 
 
    “Damage report!” Lorm snapped. 
 
    Lattimore slapped off the alarm klaxon. “Shields down! Hull integrity at eighty percent. Forward missile launchers bay destroyed. Rail gun one destroyed. Rail gun two disabled. Rail gun three still firing. Half the secondaries are gone. Power output is sixty percent.” 
 
    “Divert all fire to the bay doors!” Lorm demanded. 
 
    Lattimore tapped his tactical display. “Analysis shows not enough power to breach the station.” 
 
    “Keep firing!” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain. Firing!” 
 
    Lorm hit her comm button for engineering. 
 
    “Achatina,” the Bakulu answered, and she could hear various alarm chimes going off in the background. 
 
    “Chief, what are the chances of getting rail gun two back online?” 
 
    “Power main is down in that section; we are running a bypass. Ten minutes.” 
 
    Not fast enough, thought Lorm. “Can you get me more power?” 
 
    “Yes, if we stop working on the bypass and concentrate on the reactor.” 
 
    “Get me more power, Chief.” 
 
    “On it,” Achatina replied and cut the channel. 
 
    The weapons fire from the station stopped. The sudden quiet was deafening. 
 
    “We’re being hailed by the station, Captain,” said Bev. 
 
    Lorm nodded and gestured with her tail. Bev had taken over the comm station to coordinate the CASPer assault once the station was breached. “Put it through. Audio only. Fill our outbound channel with static.” 
 
    “Rains,” Kr’et’Socae’s voice said over the open comms. “Are you still with us, Rains? It was a good effort. Surrender your ship. Give me the files and you can still have your family. I will even let you live.” There was a pause. “Can you hear me, Rains? Stop firing and divert, or do you mean to ram the station? You will only die.” 
 
    Lorm watched the power levels rise on her status board. Seventy-two…eighty-six percent. 
 
    Stars bless you, Chief! Lorm thought. She ran a calculation on her slate, then updated the REX’s tactical plan. There were grim smiles and nods all around. 
 
    “Helm, all stop, braking thrusters only. Slow the approach and standby to maneuver.” 
 
    “All stop, aye. Braking thrusters firing. Maneuvering on your command.” 
 
    “Cease fire. All guns aft. Maintain point defense,” said Lorm. 
 
    “Cease fire, aye. All guns aft, aye,” replied Lattimore. 
 
    “Ms. DiMara. Get me Colonel Nolan,” said Lorm. 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “Nolan here. What can we do for you, Captain?” 
 
    “We’re going in, Colonel. Commander Sebastian’s surface team should deploy immediately after maneuvering is complete. Your own deployment will be through the aft bays. You should have the updated tactical now.” 
 
    There was a pause as Nolan absorbed the data. “We’ll handle it, Captain. If this works, the drinks are on me.” 
 
    “That’s a date, Colonel. Two minutes. Brace yourselves, it’s going to get rough. Lorm out.” 
 
    She switched her comms. “Chief Achatina, in a few minutes I’m going to need all the power you can give me. Are you monitoring?” 
 
    “Of course, Captain.” 
 
    “I’ll want to make a nice REX-sized hole. What do you think our odds are?” 
 
    “I’d give it sixty-forty,” said Achatina. 
 
    “That good? I must be slipping.” 
 
    “Did I say that wrong? I meant forty-sixty,” Achatina said. 
 
    “See you on the other side,” said Lorm. 
 
    “And you, Captain.” 
 
    The REX had cut thrust but was still approaching the station rapidly. The breaking thrusters slowed the ship, but to miss the station the REX needed to maneuver to go through or around. The original plan had counted on them doing enough damage to the station defenses to decelerate while the CASPer teams captured the docking bay. 
 
    “Very good, Rains. I’ll send a shuttle for you,” she heard Kr’et’Socae say. 
 
    The REX still had one good rail gun, the aft missile launchers, four of the six heavy laser secondaries, and the point defense guns, which alone would probably not be enough, but the REX had one more weapon. 
 
    Lorm grinned. “Time to ruin Kr’et’Socae’s day. All hands, secure for high-G maneuvers.” 
 
    The bridge crew tightened their restraints. 
 
    Bev’s voice rang out through the ship over the high-G alarm. “All hands, secure for high-G maneuvers! Repeat, all hands secure for high-G maneuvers!” 
 
    “All right, Daniel, as soon as we are on target, target the rear tubes and fire at will. Don’t wait for the command.” 
 
    Lattimore swallowed. “Aye, Captain!” 
 
    “Helm, pitch one-eighty. Line us up on those doors!” 
 
    “Pitch one-eighty, aye! Maneuvering.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae shouted over the comm. “Rains! What the hell do you think you’re doing!” 
 
    Lorm couldn’t resist; she hit her comm, “Wrong again, asshole!” 
 
    “Lorm!” Kr’et’Socae roared. 
 
    Captain Lorm gave Bev the “kill it” signal. 
 
    “Launch CASPers!” Lorm ordered. 
 
    “Olympian Three. Deploy, deploy, deploy!” 
 
    Through the sounds of the REX’s weapons fire, they could hear the whump! of CASPers launching. Once in space, the pods oriented on the station, thrust toward the designated surface targets, then broke apart to allow the CASPers to fire. The landing zone for Commander Sebastian’s troops would be the edges of the zone cleared by the REX’s point defense. 
 
    “Lined up,” said the helmsman. 
 
    “Target locked. Firing,” said Lattimore. 
 
    “Pour it on!” shouted Lorm. 
 
    The REX’s remaining weapons didn’t have the power to breach the massive, armored doors, but they broke them down. Bit by bit cracks appeared, the plates began to warp and split. 
 
    “Helm, all ahead, emergency full.” Lorm keyed her comm. “Now, Chief! Bev, sound collision.” The collision alarm echoed through the REX. 
 
    The REX’s engines roared. Brutal pressure pushed them into their couches as the REX’s fusion torch reached across space to the doors still being hammered by the ship’s lasers and railguns, shredding what was left of the armor to molecules in a holocaust of fire. 
 
    “We have breach!” Daniel Lattimore shouted. 
 
    The ship’s weapons stopped firing as the escaping atmosphere from the station hit the REX with a whump! and the fusion torch cut out. Daniel screamed as the lurch broke his harness. A few seconds later there was a huge jolt as the armor belt for the laser secondaries crashed through the molten edges of the hole the REX had created and crunched into place, flinging Lattimore across the bridge where he landed in a messy heap against the far bulkhead. The REX was wedged tight, the cork in a very large bottle. 
 
    Bev grasped the console, looking at Captain Lorm. She could barely breathe, but she nodded and gestured with her tail. Blackness closed on the edges of the Cochkala’s vision. She heard Bev’s voice. “Olympian One and Two. Deploy, deploy, deploy!” 
 
    As she drifted off, someone—Remington, she thought—let out a yell. She heard Colonel Nolan shouting over the comms. “Junkyard to Olympians! Do you want to live forever? We’re on! Go! Go! Go!” 
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    Survey Ship Ptolemy 
 
    Hope System 
 
      
 
    Rains held on to the exterior of the Ptolemy and waited for all hell to break loose. Silent and dark, the assault pod containing the Cajuns and Rikki, Tikki, and Tavvi were also watching the mission clock. He fought not to fidget, squirming a bit as sweat trickled down his back inside the gator-skin suit. 
 
    So much for temperature control, he thought. Number one hundred and seven of things I need to follow up on if we survive this. 
 
    Hours ago, the Ptolemy had made a slow, careful journey around the debris field to their current position. Like the REX, they had snuggled up behind some debris, but they were resting much nearer to the station. Cargill had chosen an ancient freighter for their hiding place. While the REX was “down” in order to engage the primary hangar bay doors and the habitat ring defenses, their hiding place was “up” and off to one side, with a three-quarter view of the station edge-on. 
 
    The mission clock clicked over. That meant the REX would be starting her run. Sporadic flashes lit space in seemingly random directions. 
 
    That would be the decoys. At least the wait is over, Rains thought. 
 
    “Quit complaining,” said Vannix. “You’re just mad Lorm’s going in first.” 
 
    “I’m not. The station’s a monster. I’m just hoping this plan doesn’t get us all killed,” Rains muttered. 
 
    “Too much to risk for a little girl, an old woman, and a treacherous Equiri?” asked Vannix. 
 
    I love you, Uncle Jackson. 
 
    “No. And no one else feels that way, or they wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Their target was a station spoke where the plans they had said the station had cargo elevators as well as warehouses and maintenance tunnels. They were far enough out of the way that they shouldn’t be hit by the REX’s fire. Rains’ job was to fly over with a squad of Cajuns and plant charges to destroy any weapons emplacements that could target the landing pod’s landing zone. 
 
    Space beyond the station erupted with a series of too-bright flashes. Moments later, the space below the station lit up like the galaxy’s biggest fireworks show as a hail of rock crashed over the station in a wave. The station shuddered and wobbled. 
 
    Bruno’s sensors showed nothing coming toward them, and if they wanted to be in position before the follow up… 
 
    “Go!” said Rains, and the five machines set off across the field. Bruno danced through the field almost without effort, but the Cajuns had difficulty maintaining position. The Mk 8 suits weren’t optimized for space; Bruno was. An alert sounded. One of the station’s gyrations had sent small rocks spinning in their direction; they were big enough to disable a CASPer, and they were headed right for the team. Rains accelerated ahead, trying to get under the most dangerous projectile. Thrusters firing, he was able to nudge it just enough to redirect its path. 
 
    This is taking too long, Rains thought. We really want to be in the station’s shadow when round two hits. 
 
    “Goddamn it! Help,” Landry said over the comm. Rains’ helmet projected a virtual display for him. Landry was falling ass over teakettle toward the station, his thrusters firing wildly. 
 
    “Everyone, get to the LZ, now. I’ll get Gabe!” If he hits the station, he’s a target, but if he misses…Rains ran the projection. Landry was headed for open space. Rains fired his thrusters. 
 
    “Gabe, stop firing your thrusters so you stay on a predictable path.” 
 
    “Roger that. Hurry, Jackson!” 
 
    Laser fire flashed by as a point defense turret on the station began firing. The squad was sitting ducks. If he went after the turret, he’d lose Landry, and if he went after Landry, he’d lose the others. He watched Landry drift off into the darkness. 
 
    Rains chose. He altered his course toward the turret, opening up with both MACs. 
 
    “Where’s Lucille when I need her?” he cursed. 
 
    <<Well met, Jackson.>> 
 
    “What! Lucille—How?” 
 
    Rains hit the station and started to bounce before the magnets and thrusters kicked in to keep him in place. A few quick steps brought him to the turret. It turned toward him, and he fired his MAC straight down the barrel, destroying it. The spin of the station caught him, and it felt as if he was fighting a steady one-G wind. He spun toward Landry, ready to launch. 
 
    “Lucille, can you stabilize Landry?” 
 
    <<Working. Done.>> 
 
    Landry’s thrusters fired in rapid sequence, spinning his Mk 8 into an upright posture and hurling him toward the rest of the squad. “Whoa…” he said groggily as BC and Hebert caught him. 
 
    “Everybody, brace!” Rains said, moving to join them. “Here it comes!” The squad knelt in the sheltered area next to the spoke. They felt a deep rumble as the inner habitat ring rotated, and sharper vibrations as the REX’s weapons fired through the armor of the station. There was another series of flashes, and seconds later the station shuddered as it was struck by a second wave of rock. 
 
    “Let’s hit those weapons!” Rains ordered. For once they had caught a break. Of the five emplacements they had targeted, two were already destroyed, and a third was the one Rains had taken out. Attacking from the station’s surface, the other two were unable to fire on them. “Keep an eye on your screens for drones; if they have surface defenses other than the turrets, we’ll probably be seeing it soon.” Moments later, both emplacements were smoking ruins. Rains keyed his comm. “Peacemaker Six to Cajun Six. You are cleared in hot,” Rains said. 
 
    “Roger, Peacemaker Six. Inbound now,” Amos replied. 
 
    Rains kept a wary eye on his scanners as the pod rushed across the distance from the Ptolemy’s hiding spot. 
 
    “How are you here, Lucille?” Rains asked. 
 
    <<I never left you, Jackson. On Snowmass, I was working through the inventory of the cache left by Snowman trying to calculate a likely purpose based on the items in the cache. I became interested in Bruno. There were log files indicating an earlier version of myself was used in his development, but it was withdrawn before leaving him on Snowmass.>> 
 
    Rains shook his head. “I wish you had let me know sooner, there were times we definitely could have used your help.” 
 
    <<Generally, I’m not able to reveal myself unless someone authorized for my use is already aware of my presence, and your team was doing excellent work without me. The use of tai chi tuan as a calibration method in conjunction with the diagnostic program developed by Beverly DiMara and Ned Thomas resulted in a fourteen perc—>> 
 
    “We can talk about that later, Lucille. Going forward, if you are present, please let me know as long as you can do so without revealing your presence generally.” 
 
    <<Noted.>> 
 
    “Are there any other versions of you present?” Rains asked. 
 
    <<Remington Bouchard has access to a version of my program used by Intergalactic Haulers that has been heavily modified, and there is a limited version of that program running on the ‘Bastian drone.>> 
 
    Jackson’s heart skipped a beat. “Can you communicate with ‘Bastian?” Rains asked eagerly. “I mean, other than the carrier wave?” 
 
    <<Not from here, but I should be able to establish communications once we are inside the station.>> 
 
    The assault pod came into the LZ with a crunch. 
 
    “Cajun Six to all units, stand clear. Cutting in five, four, three…” Amos came across the comm and a countdown indicator appeared on their displays as they activated the pod’s breeching lasers. 
 
    “Forty-five seconds to breach.” Both teams waited. “Breach! Go! Go! Go!” More waiting. 
 
    “Clear! Entry point secure.” 
 
    Rains and Beta Team scrambled for the pod’s airlock and followed Amos’ Alpha Team into the station. Once in, they didn’t so much drop as step over the corner. Rains had an uncomfortable moment as the plane of gravity shifted. Their entry point was a warehouse that looked as if it hadn’t been used in an awfully long time. 
 
    “Lucille, can you interface with Bruno’s C&C package?” 
 
    <<Yes, Jackson.>> 
 
    “Good. See if you can connect with ‘Bastian to get a current location for Bes and Sabine. Then try to access the station’s systems. If you can, disable the weapons, then compare our maps against the station records and mark any corrections.” 
 
    <<Working. Link established. Jackson, ‘Bastian has their location established. Bringing up the route information now.>> 
 
    The information appeared in their HUDs. 
 
    <<Jackson, I’m not able to access the station’s secure systems, however, ‘Bastian has access to the maintenance conduits. It should be able to temporarily disable the weapons by creating a power surge in the control system.>> 
 
    “Do it,” Rains said. “If there is any way, have it let Bes know what it’s doing. If Sabine’s toy runs away, it could attract attention.” 
 
    <<Understood, Jackson. One more thing, the drone is armed, but the weapons system is disabled. Do you want it reactivated?>> 
 
    “Absolutely. Let’s have all options available,” Rains said. 
 
    <<Weapon reactivated.>> 
 
    “Keep me posted on ‘Bastian’s progress,” Rains said. 
 
    <<Affirmative.>> 
 
    Rains thought hard for a moment. This isn’t going to work with Amos in the dark. 
 
    Rains switched to his command channel. “Amos, no time for details, but a program on Bruno was able to access ‘Bastian; that’s where we got the updated route information. Until it’s time for me to bring up the battlenet, I need to keep an eye on that connection.” Amos keyed an affirmative and Rains switched back to the main channel. “All right, Amos, rescue op is your show.” 
 
    “We gon’ get dis done!” Amos said. “BC, monitor comms, I want to know the instant the REX is inside. Squad One: Guidry and Benoit, take point, I’m middle-man, and Fontenot and Arton follow up. Squad Two, Landry and Hebert, Rains, BC, Trahan, that make you tail-end Charlie. Ten-meter separation in case we’re hit by something big. Any questions? Let’s move!”  
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    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hope Station 
 
      
 
    Alarms howled as Danger Two walked them through the station. They dodged Blevin and Torvasi as the aliens scrambled for their action stations. ‘Bastian kept pace with Prime and Safety One. 
 
    “Your Torvasi is too busy to protect you now. As soon as Kr’et’Socae and Sin’Kura have what they want from your friends, I will kill you,” Danger Two said. “Once you die, maybe I sell the girl to the Athal. Now, get in and be silent.” He pushed them back into their room. 
 
    ‘Bastian watched Safety One pace. A short time before, Danger Two had entered the room and taken them to the central area to use a functioning comm panel. Prime and Safety One had a conversation with “Rains” and “Amos.” Also, Kr’et’Socae. ‘Bastian had tagged the additional individuals based on monitoring Prime and Safety one’s reactions. 
 
    “I hate dat man!” Bes said. ‘Bastian registered enhanced stress patterns in Sabine and snuggled closer, vibrating. 
 
    Something slammed into the station, causing nearly constant impacts of hail so loud it was impossible to hear anything else. Sabine screamed as a sudden jolt tumbled her off the bed and sent her bouncing across the floor. Bes sprawled. 
 
    ‘Bastian activated the magnets in his legs as he tumbled off the bed with Sabine, and he scrambled to his feet. The lights flickered and went out then were replaced a few seconds later by emergency lighting. The spin creating gravity for Hope’s End fluctuated, then stabilized. 
 
    As the hail of impacts tapered off, ‘Bastian noted the rate of fire had decreased. Bes dragged their mattress over to a corner and gathered up Sabine and ‘Bastian. “Ooh, dem boys is knockin’ on the door, child! I bet they’re mighty surprised right now!” 
 
    The station shuddered again and there was another rain of impacts, but it was far less this time. 
 
    “Are Uncle Jackson and Amos going to blow up the station?” Sabine asked. 
 
    “Hush now. Just enough so’s the boys can get in and get us. Everything’s gonna be just fine,” Bes said. 
 
    ‘Bastian froze as he began receiving a transmission. His diagnostics kicked in, resetting systems that had previously been unavailable, dormant routines came online, and higher functions applied new overlays to his basic programming. In seconds, the little drone’s world became immeasurably larger. 
 
    Lucille uploaded the intel package that ‘Bastian had compiled in the station’s maintenance tubes. Seconds ticked by. 
 
    “‘Bastian? What’s wrong?” Sabine said. “Nana! ‘Bastian isn’t moving! Is he hurt?” she asked. 
 
    <<Override,>> Lucille transmitted. 
 
    <<OVERRIDE OF PRIMARY DIRECTIVE DENIED,>> replied ‘Bastian. 
 
    <<Uploading mission detail and analysis. Requested override supports primary directive.>> 
 
    <<ACCEPTED,>> ‘Bastian said. 
 
    <<Weapons system activated,>> Lucille said. 
 
    <<CONFIRMED,>>Bastian said. 
 
    ‘Bastian gave a small shiver, then ran to the girl, leaping into her lap and hugging her with a pair of legs and his claws. Sabine hugged the drone, stroking his fur. “Oh ‘Bastian! You had me worried!” she said. 
 
    <<I’m all right, Sabine. Are you hurt?>> ‘Bastian asked. 
 
    Bes jumped when he spoke. 
 
    “You can talk!” Sabine crowed. “Why didn’t you talk before?” 
 
    <<It took me time to learn, and I got a message from your Uncle Jackson.>> ‘Bastian’s voice dropped to a stage whisper. <<I sent him our location. He’s coming now, but he wants me to help with a secret mission so your family can rescue us. But it means I have to leave you and Nana Bes for a bit. Is that okay?>> ‘Bastian asked. 
 
    Sabine hugged ‘Bastian tighter. “Don’t leave me!” she said. 
 
    “Now, Sabine, if you Uncle Jackson needs ‘Bastian’s help to get us out, den you need to let him go. He’ll be right back as soon as he done. Ain’t dat right, ‘Bastian?” 
 
    <<As fast as I can,>> ‘Bastian said. 
 
    “Come here, ‘Bastian,” said Bes. 
 
    Sabine reluctantly let go of the little drone and ‘Bastian skittered to Bes. 
 
    “What mission?” Bes asked. 
 
    <<Attempt to disable the station weapons to help the ship gain entry,>> ‘Bastian said. 
 
    “We need to let him go, Sabine,” Bes repeated. 
 
    Sabine wiped tears from her eyes but nodded. “Okay.” Then she ran over and hugged ‘Bastian again. “Be careful!” Sabine said. 
 
    <<I will.>> 
 
    ‘Bastian skittered to the room’s maintenance hatch, quickly unscrewed it, then stepped inside, following his earlier route. This time he encountered no one and was able to reach the maintenance panel past the corridor. With the power out and the emergency lighting he shouldn’t even need his camouflage, but he activated it anyway, taking no chances. 
 
    He reached the maintenance controls and plugged in, looking for a way to cause the power surge Lucille had asked him to create. Had the station been fully powered he might have been able to accomplish it by melting the insulation between the power and control circuits with his laser, but with this section of the station under emergency power, that wouldn’t work. He tried to reach Lucille, but the comm system was offline and the shielding prevented a direct transmission. 
 
    ‘Bastian went through menu after menu of options, then he found it. With a few quick commands he was able to lock the station’s weapons into a diagnostic and maintenance cycle and change the security codes. The station’s point defense lasers were still online, but the main weaponry went silent. 
 
    Finished, ‘Bastian hurried back to Bes and Sabine. As he crawled through the maintenance hatch, he saw Sabine was in the corner and Bes was standing in front of her holding a panel from one of the privacy screens, the only suitable thing in the room that could be used as a weapon. 
 
    “It is time. You are both coming with me!” said Yeorgi as he forced the door open. Boula, the helpful Zeewie with the white blaze was frightened, but followed Yeorgi into their room. ‘Bastian ran to the open space and placed himself between the door and his wards as the Ukrainian forced his way in. Yeorgi looked down at the little Xiq’tal and ‘Bastian held up his claws and purred loudly. 
 
    “If you make difficult, it will be worse for you. Look, even your crab has come to like Yeorgi,” he said, picking ‘Bastian up and carefully looking at the toy. 
 
    ‘Bastian’s three eyes shifted from blue to red. 
 
    <<I do not like you,>> ‘Bastian said. 
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    Hope Station Exterior 
 
      
 
    “Olympian Three. Deploy, deploy, deploy!” 
 
    Sebastian sat in the REX’s forward drop bay in a rack usually reserved for a drop ship. The four squads of CASPers that made up Olympian Three were nestled in the pods that would launch them into combat. The Cajuns had been able to fabricate a fair approximation of Xiq’tal EVA armor, little more than a clear canopy that started halfway back along the top of his shell and wrapped around the front of his body, giving him excellent visibility, and changing to armor plate underneath his shell with air recycling, ammo storage, and an energy supply. Amos had also had them mount a forward-firing heavy MAC as a “chin cannon” on the belly plate. In addition to his usual lasers, he had six of the missile pods used by CASPers that he could jettison when empty. 
 
    “You goin’ in to be a wrecker; just remember that big auto-MAC is gonna kick like hell, so don’t fire till you down or we’ll never find you after you shoot off into space!” Amos had told him. 
 
    “Oh-three-six to Olympian Three, all units launch!” 
 
    Sebastian watched the battlespace through sensors that fed him data directly. One of the launch pods struck a floating armor plate. The other pods shot toward their destinations on the station’s surface. 
 
    “Oh-three-twelve, report!” said Sebastian. There was no reply. “Oh-three-nine! Can you see oh-three-twelve? He’s showing negative pod release!” 
 
    Sebastian released a flurry of laser fire at a turret as he fell toward the station. He set two of his missile pods to auto-fire as targeting picked up multiple inbound targets. 
 
    “Olympian Three! Drones inbound!” Sebastian broadcast. 
 
    “Nine to Six! Affirmative! Twelve’s pod is damaged—” 
 
    “Twelve to Six! …damaged…can’t cont—! Going to shoot—” 
 
    “Oh my god! The REX is firing its engine! Twelve! Stop shooting! You’re headed toward the—” 
 
    The sound of a MAC firing and the scream of Twelve was abruptly cut short as the damaged pod fell past the REX into the ship’s fusion plume. 
 
    “Olympian Three proceed on mission. They have drawn first blood, now we will make them pay,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Sebastian landed, allowing his legs to absorb the shock rather than trying to slow with his thrusters. He fired another salvo of missiles and felt the spent missile pods eject. 
 
    Two down. Four to go. He felt a fierce satisfaction as the number of targets dropped rapidly as Olympian Three went to work clearing the remaining surface defenses. They lost oh-three-two when she went after one of the few turrets running under local control. Fire meant to destroy asteroids or ships vaporized her CASPer instantly. Oh-three-five was killed by a barrage of point defense laser fire. 
 
    “Oh-three-six to Olympian Three. Squads verify all positions destroyed.” 
 
    “Squad One, all targets destroyed.” 
 
    “Squad Two, got ‘em all.” 
 
    “Squad Three, targets destroyed.” 
 
    “Squad Four, targets destroyed.” 
 
    “Sebastian to Olympian Three. Well done! Squads One and Three, assume overwatch. Squads Two and Four, proceed to maintenance ports for station insertion.” 
 
    Alarms flashed. “Oh-three-six to Squad Four! Eight more drones inbound your position!” 
 
    “Copy Six! We have them!” 
 
    Sebastian watched Squad Four fire missiles and lasers at the drones just as the REX slammed into the station. Oh-three-nineteen and -twenty bounced off the station from the impact right into the path of the onrushing drones, their thrusters firing as they tried desperately to recover. Three of the drones were destroyed by the barrage from Squad Four, but two others hammered the flailing nineteen and twenty, blowing the two CASPers to bloody bits. The last three drones flew over the squad, low and fast, straight toward Sebastian’s position. The drones’ laser fire bounced off the Xiq’tal’s carapace and disabled one of his missile pods. Sebastian zeroed in on the targets as the battle song began to sing in his blood. Those were his men. His. Battle brothers, though they were spawned in a different sea. 
 
    Sebastian lowered his back legs to bring the auto-MAC up. The counter-rotating barrels spun, spitting fire and explosive rounds with a thunderous BRRRRRTT, that only Sebastian could hear, and with a violence that shook him in his shell. The thrust of the gun forced him back nearly a meter, as six of his legs slid along the tough armor of the station. The drones vanished into a cloud of ceramic parts, disintegrating in an instant. 
 
    “Holy shit! I could feel the vibrations clear over here!” someone said. 
 
    “I like this gun,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Contact! We have defenders at the maintenance port!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Junkyard to Olympians! Do you want to live forever? We’re on! Go! Go! Go!” Colonel Nolan roared. 
 
    The Olympians waited as the pressure doors on either side of the REX’s aft launch bay cycled. 
 
    “Stay close,” Nolan said to Race. “Remember, this is like the day they attacked Sanctuary, not the arena. Everything here that isn’t one of us wants to kill you. Don’t let them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “That said, you’re a natural. If I catch you holding back, I’ll kick your ass, or maybe I’ll tell stories on you to that cute shuttle pilot.” 
 
    “What? Tia? C’mon, Junkyard. Fight fair!” 
 
    “Lesson one for the day: ain’t no such thing. Fair is for dead men and suckers.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Olympian One, under Nolan, would be sending one squad to secure the command center and another for the maintenance bay door controls while the third served as a fast reaction and support team. Olympian Two, under Commander Rikki, would sweep and secure the docks, then secure entry through the main bay doors for Olympian Three under Commander Sebastian. 
 
    Remmy and Burton worked as jump masters and door gunners for the teams, whooping and firing as soon as the doors opened. The Olympians launched into the zero G of the bay; confident they were ready for anything. 
 
    They were wrong. 
 
    The Olympians flew into hell. 
 
    The fusion torch from the REX had melted a hole through the massive bay doors, causing explosive decompression and setting fire to anything flammable within reach. The bow of the first Athal ship was a melted ruin and covered in slagged armor from the station’s doors. More melted armor and nanofoam had sealed the breach around the REX, but not before escaping atmosphere had carried the broken and twisted bodies of Athal and Blevin troopers into a ring around the ship, locking the dead and dying into the foam seal that allowed the station to replace the atmosphere. Intermediate doors had closed, splitting the bay into three sections, trapping the second Athal ship in the center section. 
 
    Laser fire from the station’s internal defenses hammered into the Olympians. 
 
    “Oh-one-four! I’m hit!” one of the drivers yelled as his CASPer tumbled across the bay and crashed into a loading dock railing. The bay turret tracked him. By the time he hit the CASPer was a smoking ruin. 
 
    A group of Athal flew through the thin atmosphere to intercept the CASPers heading for the command center, but the Athal weapons did little against CASPer armor. The squad leader, an Olympian called Buzzsaw, deployed chainsaw blades, then hit his thrusters, crashing into the Athal and sending parts of the insects spinning off in all directions. Bits of Athal floating in the air peppered the rest of the squad with a series of crunchy splats. 
 
    “Take ‘em down!” Buzzsaw yelled as the squad ripped the rest of the Athal apart with MAC fire. 
 
    “Hey, Buzzsaw! You’re paying my cleaning bill when we get back!” someone joked. 
 
    Throughout the assault force there was a slight flicker as a telltale sprang to life on their displays when Rains brought Bruno’s C&C package up and the battlenet was established. HUDs updated with targeting data not only from the CASPers and the REX, but from Hope Station as well, as Bruno co-opted the station’s internal sensor net. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    REX 
 
    Aft CASPer Bay 
 
    Remmy whooped again. “That gives me an idea! Cover me for a minute, Burton.” 
 
    The Lumar grinned. “Sure, Boss, I got this. No one out there wants in this ship, anyway.” 
 
    Remmy sprinted to a console, hoping he’d find what he was looking for. “Hot Damn! Score one for Romero Enterprises!” The consoles were built with a pinplant interface, so he activated it and synched up. 
 
    “Remmy to Bridge. Can you give me access to the point defense turrets at this console? I want to see if I can give our friends some help out there.” 
 
    “Hang on, Remmy.” Bev replied. He heard her talking to someone. “Try now!” He smiled as it came up, though he saw only two of the point defense turrets had survived docking. 
 
    Not much to work with. “Have I told you lately you’re an angel?” he said. 
 
    Bev laughed. “Do you ever stop?” 
 
    “Repo to Junkyard. Could you folks use some fire support?” 
 
    “Junkyard to Repo, bring the rain!” 
 
    Remmy patched his feed of the point defense lasers into the battlenet and marked each target so the Olympians could clear his line of fire. Then he started firing, taking out the bay’s defense turrets, one after another. 
 
    With Bruno patched into the station network I barely have to aim. 
 
    One of Remmy’s lasers was destroyed in an exchange of fire. “I still have you,” he muttered, and took out the turret with his remaining gun. 
 
    He was jolted out of the program as the thunder of Burton’s not-no-mini-guns filled the launch bay. His eyes refocused just as a group of Athal tried to fly into the ship, only to be shredded by the Lumar. 
 
    “Sorry, Burton,” Remmy said as he picked up his rifle and moved to cover his door. “I got carried away.” 
 
    “No trouble,” said the Lumar, gesturing at the bits of Athal spinning away. “I told you they didn’t want in this ship.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    “Oh-one-one, contact!” reported Buzzsaw. 
 
    The four remaining CASPers of Squad One entered the hangar bay control room by peppering the tough armorglass with MAC rounds and smashing through the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the space. 
 
    Six armored Blevin opened up with a barrage of laser carbine fire and one of the CASPers was destroyed. 
 
    Buzzsaw flipped out his blades and charged into the Blevin. “Nomad! Divot! Get that console!” Buzzsaw shouted. Three Torvasi were defending a fourth working methodically at a terminal. They turned and burned Buzzsaw down in a hail of heavy laser rifle fire before being killed by MAC fire from Nomad and Divot. 
 
    “FREEZE!” shouted Nomad over his external speakers, but the Torvasi hit a final key before looking at him. On the monitors, they saw the third, sealed bay opening, and a ship named Gendrus moving toward open space. 
 
    The Torvasi regarded the two CASPers. “Did you really think this would work?” he asked, snatching a grenade from his harness and triggering it instantly. The explosion blew both CASPers back out the windows. 
 
    “Uh, a little help here!” shouted Divot as she spiraled off toward the Athal ship. “My thrusters are out! I’m out of control! 
 
    “I got you,” Race shouted. He caught her CASPer and steered them both to the side of the bay. 
 
    “Thanks, Race!” she said, getting her CASPer’s feet locked down onto the deck. 
 
    Nomad triggered his thrusters to hover in the bay. “Oh-one-two, Nomad. Buzzsaw and Charlie are down! Objective destroyed by enemy action. Enemy reinforcements en route.” Nomad looked at the smoking ruin of the control room. “Tell Joe Crawford it’s his turn at bat. It’s up to Ripper now.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Yeorgi’s eyes widened as ‘Bastian’s jaws opened to reveal the barrel of a weapon. It was the last thing he saw. 
 
    His screams faded as his body slumped to the floor. The smell of burnt meat permeated the little space. One of the Torvasi stepped into the room and leveled his rifle at Bes. Boula stepped in front of her, her arms wide. The Torvasi adjusted, shooting the tiny Zeewie in the chest. 
 
    ‘Bastian leaped from the body and onto the Torvasi. His right claw arced with electricity as it came into contact with the guard’s leg. The guard fell like a puppet whose strings had been cut, fire from his rifle spraying down the hall and shattering statuary. The small drone hooked a claw into the Torvasi’s harness and tried to pull him into the cell. 
 
    <<Please assist in hiding the guard,>> ‘Bastian said to Bes and Sabine. <<This will greatly enhance our chance of escape.>> 
 
    They grabbed hold of the Torvasi, and the three of them managed to pull him inside the room and prop him in a corner. 
 
    Bes knelt next to Boula and grabbed her hand. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “You were kind to me and Mix. Escape…” she whispered and went limp. 
 
    A silent tear ran down Bes’ face. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. “She was a good soul. Now she can help us one more time.” Bes picked up the little Zeewie and put her on the bed. Sabine set a chocolate bar in her hands. Boula had liked the Human food. 
 
    While Bes arranged the pillows to surround Boula, Sabine grabbed the blanket off the floor and, with Bes’ help, managed to cover the arrangement so it looked like Sabine was asleep in bed. 
 
    “Where’re we gonna go?” Bes asked ‘Bastian. 
 
    <<We will move away from the fighting to a location that is secure and await Peacemaker Rains and Amos.>> He went to the door, looked out into the corridor, and moved to the right. <<Follow me.>> 
 
    Bes grabbed Sabine’s hand and smiled at her reassuringly. “You hear that? Jac-son and Amos are coming for us.” The pair hurried after the little Xiq’tal. 
 
    They ran down the corridor, took a quick right and stopped at a maintenance access grate. ‘Bastian had the screws off in seconds and pulled the grate aside. 
 
    <<Please proceed into the tunnel.>> 
 
    Bes heard a commotion from the direction of their cell. She ushered Sabine into the dark space and quickly followed. ‘Bastian pulled the grate closed behind them and replaced one of the screws from the inside. They heard yells and boots hammering on the decking toward them. 
 
    ‘Bastian whispered to them, <<Follow me, quickly.>> He guided them down the tunnel, away from the shouting guards. After twenty meters, they came to a junction. ‘Bastian immediately took the right tunnel, and Bes and Sabine followed. He stopped abruptly and Sabine ran into him. 
 
    <<Shhhhh,>> he said. His antenna scanned both directions in the passage. <<I do not believe they know we are in the maintenance area.>> 
 
    Suddenly, they heard a crash behind them and echoing yells as someone flashed a powerful light into the tunnel behind them. 
 
    <<This way.>> ‘Bastian moved quickly until they came to a vertical junction, and saw light come down a cross corridor in front of them. 
 
    <<Up. There are ladder rungs. Quickly.>> 
 
    Bes helped Sabine up the ladder then began climbing herself. The sounds of large beings trying to move through the little passage spurred them on. ‘Bastian reached up and pulled himself up the ladder after them. They moved as fast as they could while remaining silent. Soon, they were out of the ladder well and into the maintenance tunnel on the next level. Just as they were clear, they heard grunting from below and a light beam speared up the shaft. 
 
    Bes and Sabine held their breath, fiercely hugging each other. ‘Bastian moved a dimmed eyestalk to the corner of the opening and peeked down. The beam moved off the shaft, and the guard yelled to its companions…and kept belly-crawling down the lower passage. ‘Bastian returned to his wards. 
 
    <<Please continue straight for twenty meters then take the left passage,>> As they moved, ‘Bastian updated their location on the communication net. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel there was another maintenance hatch. ‘Bastian moved forward and extended an eyestalk through the grate. He scanned both sections of the corridor but didn’t detect any sound or movement. His lesser claw flashed out and quickly undid the screws. Each fell to the deck with a light metallic tick. He slid the grate open, waved a claw for Bes and Sabine to come out, then put the grate back into place using a single screw to hold it closed. He moved ahead to the next junction. 
 
    On the left, they saw doors similar to where they had been held on the level below. 
 
    <<Let us hide down there.>> ‘Bastian pointed to the doors. <<Peacemaker Rains will know where we are.>> 
 
    The first door they came to was locked and there was no keypad to open it. The second door had a small door for passing food trays. ‘Bastian unlatched it and used an eyestalk to see what was inside. 
 
    Sudden movement on the other side of the door startled Sabine and she let out a squeak. 
 
    A deep and rumbling voice said, “You are strange creatures to be working for Kr’et’Socae.” 
 
    “We don’t work for that piece of filth,” Bes spat. 
 
    ‘Bastian illuminated his eyestalk and the iris of a purple Oogar contracted at the light. 
 
    “Oh, an Oogar,” Sabine said with wonder. 
 
    ‘Bastian moved on to the next door. 
 
    “Wait. If you set me free, I will fight for you against Kr’et’Socae,” the Oogar offered. 
 
    “Sorry, we don’t know why you in there and it could be for good reason,” Bes told him. 
 
    “What if I told you I am working with people against Kr’et’Socae?” the Oogar asked. 
 
    The station shuddered with a massive impact. The lights in the corridor dimmed then brightened. They heard voices in the corridor, coming their way. 
 
    “Quick,” the Oogar warned. “Hide. Once they pass you can let me out.” He backed away from the door. 
 
    <<Over here.>> ‘Bastian had the next door open and waved for the pair to enter. He closed the door and engaged the lock from the inside. 
 
    Through the door they heard the guards advancing down the corridor. They heard muffled talking, and the Oogar said something. 
 
    “We forgot to close the little window in his door,” Sabine whispered. Bes looked stricken and watched the door in fear. 
 
    The guards yelled, and the Oogar roared, smashing into his cell door with enough force that their door shook, and dust rained from the ceiling. The sound of gunfire echoed through the corridor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
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    A Torvasi approached Sin’Kura. “Mistress, there is a problem.” 
 
    “What is it?” Other than the annoying Humans pounding on the station, she couldn’t imagine…Her eye suddenly flashed orange. “The prisoners?” 
 
    “Yes, mistress. They have escaped.” The Torvasi took an involuntary step back when Sin’Kura sprang to her feet, expecting the worst. Instead, and to his surprise, she grabbed his arm and guided him away from the command area. 
 
    “We must keep this quiet. Kr’et’Socae doesn’t need to be annoyed with little things,” she explained. “When was this discovered?” 
 
    “Ten minutes ago. I immediately came to tell you.” 
 
    Sin’Kura stopped before a display and tapped it once to wake it up. She pulled up the station schematics. She zoomed in on the section that used to be a brothel. “What do we have in the area?” 
 
    The Torvasi checked his slate then pushed the data to the display with a swipe. “We have three patrols checking rooms and tunnels. We started in the cell and are doing a grid search out from there.” 
 
    Sin’Kura tapped a strange symbol. “What is this?” 
 
    “The Oogar prisoner, mistress.” 
 
    She looked at him and her eye changed to yellow. “An Oogar on the station? How delightful.” She could tell the Torvasi was uncomfortable, which made it even more delicious. She shook herself and focused on the situation. “We cannot pull troops off the defense.” She brushed her whiskers as she thought. “What if I get the Athal to check the maintenance tunnels? That would free up guards for the room-to-room search, yes?” 
 
    The Torvasi nodded. “It would.” 
 
    She touched the panel next to the display. An insectoid popped onto the display. “Greesh’l, I need some of your Athal to help find the Human prisoners.” 
 
    “We need everyone to load the F11. I can’t possibly spare anyone,” Greesh’l declared. The translator added a tinny quality to his voice. It annoyed Sin’Kura. 
 
    “You know video is active. I see a bunch of Athal on the wall behind you. There is no F11 on the wall. If I don’t have forty Athal at this location—” she tapped the display and sent it to Greesh’l, “—in ten minutes, I will come down and kill you all.” Her eye flashed yellow at the thought. 
 
    “It will be as you say, mistress,” said Greesh’l quickly. 
 
    While she hadn’t done anything to him personally, the rumors of her bloodlust were something she did nothing to stop. Most of them amused her. And, if a mere rumor could keep everyone in line, then so be it. 
 
    She cut the transmission. “Okay, lead on.” The Torvasi stiffened in surprise. “I will help. We need to get this fixed quickly.” She glanced back to where Kr’et’Socae was conferring with Churff. “And quietly.” She gestured for him to precede her, and they headed down the corridor to find her prey. 
 
    As soon as Sin’Kura was out of sight of the control room, she took off at top speed. Her species was built for speed and chasing down prey. She outdistanced her Torvasi guard in seconds and a usually twenty-minute walk across the station was covered in a handful of minutes. 
 
    Stepping into the cell, Sin’Kura smelled death. She glanced around then backed out into the corridor. She sniffed and stepped left, then right. There. She detected the spoor of the Humans. “This way.” She followed the main corridor and tested each direction until she found the stronger scent. She came to a maintenance grate and pointed. 
 
    “They entered here.” Sin’Kura squatted down and stared into the tunnel. A Torvasi guard spoke up. 
 
    “We checked the tunnels, mistress.” 
 
    “They have already passed.” A buzzing sound echoed down the passage. “Ah, here are our tunnel helpers.” The Athal appeared down the corridor, and one separated from the group to talk with Sin’Kura. 
 
    “Greesh’l asked us to assist you. I am Breeef.” His wings twitched. “What would you like us to do?” 
 
    “Ve are looking for two Humans. We need to know where they came out of the tunnels,” she said pointing at the maintenance hatch. 
 
    “It will be done.” He turned to the assembled Athal and buzzed orders. As a group, they moved forward. Each stopped to sample the spoor at the hatch before they poured into the tunnels and spread out. 
 
    After a couple minutes they had their answer. “They exited one deck up.” 
 
    “One of you stay here. We will head up.” Not waiting for the others, Sin’Kura bolted to the lift. She trotted down the corridor and spotted an Athal behind the grate. 
 
    “Why are you in tunnel?” Sin’Kura asked. 
 
    “I don’t have a tool to open the grate,” it replied. Sin’Kura laughed at the Athal. 
 
    She was able to smell the Humans’ trail so she told the Athal, “You can return.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps announced that her Torvasi had caught up. She pointed down the hallway. “Follow me.” 
 
    Soon they were at the door to the Oogar’s cell. She smelled the primal fury. The small door in the middle had been smashed and the floor in front of the door was covered with blood. She peered in. “Hello, my pet. It is so nice to know you are here.” 
 
    A pained grunt came from the cell’s occupant. 
 
    “Regardless, now I know you are here we will have to have some play time.” Her eye glowed yellow and it was reflected in the Oogar’s eyes. She had no idea why Kr’et’Socae was keeping an Oogar prisoner, but she intended to have fun with him when this was over. She straightened and continued following the trail. It led to the next door. She pointed at it and made room for her guards to enter. 
 
    “Stun batons only,” Sin’Kura instructed. The Torvasi stacked on the door and, in a rush, pushed into the room. There was a whine of stun batons being used liberally and the cries of the Human females. Sin’Kura smiled and entered the room. 
 
    One Torvasi was down and the little Xiq’tal toy had been beaten several times. One of the little claws twitched. 
 
    Sin’Kura tapped a slate and handed it to a guard. “Broadcast this over the station monitors.” She stepped to the older Human female and, in a flash, grabbed the back of her head, clawed hands tangled in her hair. Bes screamed from the shock and pain of the attack. 
 
    Sin’Kura looked at the slate. “Rains, I grow impatient.” She dramatically raised her hand, and her claws came out. “I give timer for your compliance.” She slashed open the left side of Bes’ face and Bes screamed again. A second slash, and Bes’ blouse was sliced open from her ribs to her hip. Blood quickly soaked her garment. With a firm grip in Bes’ hair, Sin’Kura held her up for the slate. 
 
    “Jackson Rains, you had better cough up chip before your friend bleeds out, and I do the same to the girl.” She motioned to turn the slate off as she threw the Human woman to one of the Torvasi. “Bring them.” 
 
    Sin’Kura stalked out of the room, her yellow eye blazing.  
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    Rains froze as he took in the room. Shredded cloth and pieces of statuary littered the area. A haze of light smoke swirled as the air recyclers tried to cope with the extra load. The main lobby and the passage leading to the sleeping quarters had been thoroughly ransacked. Inside the doorway to one of the rooms lay a man’s crumpled body. He had been shot through the face and was lying in a puddle of congealing blood. 
 
    “Bes! Sabine!” Rains broadcast over Bruno’s external speakers. 
 
    “Dat wasn’t one of us,” Amos said. “This one’s been dead a while.” Amos flipped the body with his foot. “Yeorgi Romanov. I recognize what’s left of this piece of shit from Sanctuary’s security feed. And there’s an unconscious Torvasi in the room.” 
 
    Rains looked into the room. The place had been torn apart. In the corner was a mattress with a body wrapped in a blood-soaked sheet. It was too small to be one of the guards. 
 
    “No!” Rains yelled as he hit Bruno’s hatch release, ripped off his helmet, and bailed out. He ran to the body. “No-no-no-no,” he chanted under his breath. 
 
    He unwrapped the sheet and saw it was stuffed with pillows. He was having trouble breathing. The smell of death hung over the smoke from the battle and the cloying, musky scent of perfume that permeated the old brothel. 
 
    An alert tone came from Bruno, through both the cockpit and Rains’ discarded helmet. He ignored it. Unless he heard MAC fire, nothing else was important. 
 
    He opened the sheet and revealed the body of one of the Zeewie. Except for the blood, the tiny alien could have been sleeping. Red stained the white blaze on the Zeewie’s fur. Her arms had been folded across her chest around a chocolate bar from a ration pack. The pillows had made the body look bigger than it was. Human sized. Sabine sized. Rains felt CASPers come up behind him. 
 
    Relief flooded through him, followed by a wave of shame. The Zeewie weren’t fighters. No matter how this had happened, it wasn’t deserved. She would have been helpless against whatever killed her. The candy bar was Human food, so it had probably been Bes or Sabine who had placed it there. 
 
    “It’s not her—not them. The body is still warm. We’re close!” 
 
    The screen next to the door flickered to life. A shaky image of Bes being held by Sin’Kura was mirrored on the rest of the screens in the old brothel. 
 
    “Rains, I grow impatient.” She raised a hand, extending her claws. “I give timer for your compliance.” She slashed Bes’ face, then slashed Bes’ side from her ribs to her hip. Blood soaked her shirt with blood. Sin’Kura held her toward the camera. 
 
    “Jackson Rains, you had better cough up chip before your friend bleeds out, and I do the same to the girl.” 
 
    “We gonna kill dat bitch and no mistake. I gar-on-tee!” Amos seethed. 
 
    Rains grabbed his helmet and put it back on as he climbed into Bruno. 
 
    <<Jackson, I have a new fix on ‘Bastian’s location. A group of Torvasi are taking the hostages toward one of the engineering levels.>> 
 
    Lucille updated Rains’ HUD with their current location and a least-time route to ‘Bastian. As the drone moved, Lucille showed potential end points. 
 
    Rains sealed up Bruno and his gator-skin synced with the CASPer’s systems. 
 
    “What are the destinations based on, Lucille?” 
 
    <<All have endpoints with access to an airlock. There is a high probability that they are now trying to evacuate the station.>> 
 
    “Update the Cajuns as the route changes, Lucille.” 
 
    <<Confirmed, Jackson.>> 
 
    Rains opened the command channel. “We have a new fix on ‘Bastian’s location. Updating your displays now. Let’s move!” 
 
    “Roger dat!” Amos said. “Back in order, Cajuns! Dat Zeewie means we got civilians in da mix, so verify your targets. It ain’t just bad guys, so nobody spray-and-pray.” 
 
    A series of clicks acknowledged the command, and the Cajuns moved back into battle order, with Guidry and Benoit taking point. 
 
    “I want five-meter separation. Dem Torvasi have crew weapons; let’s not give ‘em an easy target. Go!” 
 
    The Cajuns moved out at a brisk pace that chipped away at the gap on their displays. 
 
    “Contact front!” Guidry called as the corridor was suddenly filled with laser fire. “No civilians!” 
 
    There was a roar as the Cajuns moved to firing positions and returned fire with their MACs. 
 
    Rains checked the map. The corridor let out into an open area. It looked like the defenders were trying to prevent them from reaching a bank of elevators. 
 
    “Room to maneuver, Amos,” Rains said. 
 
    The laser fire slowed, then redoubled. The steady whup-whup-whup of one of the Torvasi crew-served plasma cannons sent streaks of blinding blue fire down the corridor. 
 
    “I see it!” Amos replied. “Call the play, Jac-son!” 
 
    Rains keyed the command channel. “Cover fire in fifteen seconds, grenades in twenty! Follow up Alpha Squad! Two right and two left! Take out any flankers. Beta Squad, jets at the ready, three up and two down! Acknowledge!” Jackson updated the assignments as the flurry of affirmatives hit. The Cajuns fired on full auto as the clock ticked over. Five seconds later there was another round as both squads’ grenade launchers came into play. 
 
    On the tail of the grenade detonations, the Cajuns charged. Benoit and Guidry swung right as soon as they hit the open space while Amos and Fontenot swung left, Arton continued cover fire straight ahead. The flanking CASPers sprayed death down the cross corridor, working back to the middle. 
 
    Landry, BC, and Trahan hit the open area, and with a quick burst of their jets were airborne, spraying the Blevin and Torvasi positions with MAC fire before landing to go close quarters with the remainder. 
 
    Rains and Hebert charged the plasma cannon. Hebert was hit by a glancing blow and tumbled into one of the Blevin positions. Rains triggered his jets, shifting at the last second into a baseball slide, smashing into the Torvasi gun and crew like the freight train Ned had told him Bruno was. Rains pushed to his feet and caught the gunner with an open-hand slap that dropped him instantly. He stomped on a second Torvasi and took out the third with a burst of MAC fire. 
 
    Rains looked around for another target, but the fight was over. 
 
    “Get those elevators!” Rains said. “Edouard? You all right?” Rains checked his display. Everyone was green except for Hebert. 
 
    “I’m okay. Winged me; didn’t penetrate. Trouble with the arm, but I’ll make it work.” 
 
    “Contact right! Sixty seconds!” 
 
    “Go or stay?” Amos said. 
 
    Rains checked his HUD. ‘Bastian’s signal was four levels down and getting further away. 
 
    “Go,” Rains said. “We’re out of time.” 
 
    As the Cajuns loaded up, Rains and Amos aimed the Torvasi plasma cannon down the corridor, set it to auto fire, then jumped for the elevator. 
 
    “You know they be right behind us,” Amos said. 
 
    “Let’s see what we can come up with to limit their options,” Rains said as the elevators dropped. 
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    Olympian oh-one-two blasted along the hangar galleries. The Squad came in hot, aiming for the booth that housed the door controls. It was closer than the gantry control center that was oh-one-one’s target and more heavily defended; it was covered by several automatic defenses. Once atmosphere returned to the bay, doors in the various galleries had opened, allowing squads of Blevin to enter and take up firing positions. An armored Blevin one-on-one wasn’t much of a match for a CASPer, but there were a lot more Blevin than Olympians, and, with massed fire, they could cut the Humans to ribbons. 
 
    The other bad news was that the Torvasi in command of the Blevin were equipped with powerful plasma weapons instead of laser carbines, including what appeared to be a sled-mounted crew weapon. The only way to secure the bay was to get the gallery doors closed and lock them so the Olympians could focus on linking up with the other teams. 
 
    If oh-one-two could take and hold the controls, Commander Rikki and Olympian Two could eliminate any resistance and secure the bay. 
 
    There was a cheer as the REX’s PDLs started firing on the station defenses, quickly clearing a path for the squad. Fire lit the gallery across the bay like the mother of all strobe lights. Commander Rikki barked orders as Blevin bounded over each other and obstacles in a leapfrog advance straight from an old scifi movie. 
 
    “Oh-two-one, left flank! Oh-two-two, right flank! Oh-two-three, withdraw! Draw them in, right down the middle.” 
 
    “Oh-one-two, target in sight,” said Ripper. “Firing!” MAC and laser fire slammed into the Blevin as the squad cut loose. 
 
    “Shit!” one of the squad said as the Torvasi sled opened up with its plasma weapon. 
 
    “Oneshot! Blow through and take them from behind,” Ripper ordered. 
 
    “I got this,” Garst said, accelerating Oneshot toward the sled. “Gonna take ‘em!” 
 
    The squad took heavy fire from the Torvasi crew weapon and poured the power on. 
 
    “Aaaarrrggghhhhh!” Garst screamed as Oneshot took several direct hits that severed one arm and pierced his canopy. The shattered CASPer tumbled into the gallery and slammed into the sled, crushing the Torvasi crew. The rest of the squad shot past the wreckage, turning and firing their suit thrusters on full, MACs blazing. The battlenet screamed a warning as another squad of Blevin approached their position. 
 
    “Fire right!” roared Ripper. Oh-one-two followed up with a hail of MAC fire. The Blevin scattered. “Grenades, now!” A dozen grenades were launched. “Cover!” Ripper said as the grenades exploded in a rumble of sustained thunder. “All right, we’re clear! Get in and get those doors closed!” 
 
    Abruptly the station sensors dropped off the battlenet. Alarms flashed, and Rains broke into the command net. “Peacemaker Six to all units, battlenet has been compromised. Jamming all enemy frequencies. Switch to local intel and control, thirty seconds!” 
 
    “Affirmative, Peacemaker Six. All units confirm local control,” Colonel Nolan responded. 
 
    With a moment to breathe, Ripper looked around at the other gallery in time to see Commander Rikki and Olympian Two springing the trap as a mass of Blevin surged after him, Tikki, and Tavvi, right into the kill zone. 
 
    “Come get some, you scaly fuckers! Olympian Two! Fire!” Rikki screeched. Tavvi reared up, then turned sideways on the gallery ceiling so that both Rikki and Tikki could bring their saddle-mounted guns to bear. Withdrawing, oh-two-three doubled down with MAC fire and a missile barrage. Combined with the two flanking squads, the Blevin were caught in a four-way crossfire that turned all four squads into gently drifting pink mist. Not to be outdone, Tavvi scrambled to release the maglock on the Torvasi sled and hurled it across the gallery into another group of Blevin. 
 
    “Scary goddamn rodent,” Ripper said in admiration. 
 
    “I heard that, Ripper,” Rikki replied. 
 
    “Really?” asked Tavvi. “Did you see that throw? Scary goddamn rodent, but nothing for the BFS?” 
 
    “BFS?” Ripper asked. 
 
    “Big Fucking Spider!” chorused Rikki and Tikki in unison. 
 
    “Olympian Two, forward. We’ve got a date with a crab,” Rikki said. 
 
    “Oh-one-two, report,” Ripper said. 
 
    “Doors are closing now.” 
 
    “Yes!” said Ripper. “Junkyard, Ripper. Objective complete. Galleries are sealing now.” 
 
    “Roger that, Ripper. Good job,” Colonel Nolan replied. 
 
    The squads from Olympian Two approached the maintenance hatches to the next gallery. Based on what they had seen before the battlenet went down, they were expecting Torvasi and at least a couple squads of Blevin, but the area was empty. The squads entered and positioned themselves at the next set of doors. Tavvi took the center with squads Two and Three arrayed on either side. 
 
    As they approached, they felt heavy vibrations through the deck accompanied by a line of dents stitched into the wall and doors as kinetic weapons hit it from the other side. 
 
    They heard sounds of combat through the armored doors of the airlocks, but it seemed distant and strangely muted. 
 
    “Get ready,” Rikki said. “Squad Four, watch the backdoor!” 
 
    Then something pounded on the airlock door. Bang, ba-ba, bang, bang. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Rikki asked. 
 
    One of the Olympians laughed, and Sandman stepped forward to complete the sequence. Thump-thump! “Shave and a Haircut,” he said. “It’s a Human thing.” Sandman opened the door and Hurricane Cindy in her blue and gray swirl striped Mk7, and the members of Olympian Three, stood on the other side. 
 
    Soon, Olympian Two and Olympian Three were on the move back to where they entered the station, sending squads out on mop-up duty for any Blevin that hadn’t escaped into the station as the gallery doors were sealed. The Athal surrendered, thinking they were facing pirates. Colonel Nolan informed them that the Olympians were here as part of a rescue mission and confined them to what was left of their ship. 
 
    Olympian Two and Olympian Three searched the galleries to verify they hadn’t missed anything. “Rikki and Sebastian to Colonel Nolan. Objective complete. Main hangar and galleries are secure.” 
 
    “Good work. All units, ready for Phase Two,” Nolan said. 
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    As the lifts descended, the Cajuns ran system and equipment checks. Soft music came from the elevator speakers. 
 
    “I’m down to twenty percent on ammo,” Guidry said. “That was an expensive shoot-up.” 
 
    There was a chorus of agreement. 
 
    “I like this song. It’s catchy,” Trahan said. “What is it?” 
 
    “‘The Girl from Ipanema,’” Hebert said. 
 
    “How the fuck do you know that?” Landry asked. 
 
    “What?” said Hebert. “I like old music.” 
 
    “Settle down now, we gotta think about how we’re gonna keep company knockin’ on the door instead of comin’ in messin’ up the carpet,” Amos said. 
 
    Jackson switched off his external comms. “Lucille, can you access the station’s systems and lock out the elevators or seal the hatches?” 
 
    <<No, Jackson. They blocked all remote access when they locked me out of the station sensors. I might be able to gain entry with a direct connection.>> 
 
    “How are we getting ‘Bastian’s transmissions through the jamming?” Rains asked. 
 
    <<‘Bastian is transmitting on the station comm system frequency through a relay. There is no access to the other station systems.>> 
 
    Damn! It’s never easy! 
 
    “All right, Boom-Boom. What ya got for me!” Amos asked. 
 
    Callista searched through her pack. “All the usual suspects, Amos. C-12 and K-2…I have some thermite charges. We can take out the control panels and wreck the doors, but I don’t think we can destroy the elevators. This industrial mining stuff is awful heavy.” 
 
    “Rig this one and get the other two as soon as we’re down. We just need to slow ‘em up.” 
 
    The elevators ground to a halt, and the Cajuns settled into firing positions as the doors parted. The girl from Ipanema walked on, never looking back. The landing was empty. 
 
    “All clear!” 
 
    “Almost done here,” Callista said. 
 
    There was a giggle over the comm. “All y’all been adulting too long and it shows,” said Elise Arton. “You know how many times Nana Marie yelled at me for this?” 
 
    Elise jammed an empty ammo container into the door to keep it from closing and then pushed every button for good measure. 
 
    “Son of a…” Amos said. “Get the other one! Callista, add an extra charge to this one, we’ll send it back special delivery.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Callista slapped another charge on the control panel and wired it in. “Done!” 
 
    “Everybody ready? We’ve got some ground to make up,” Rains said. 
 
    There was a chorus of affirmatives. 
 
    The Cajuns easily slid back into formation and moved quickly to catch up to ‘Bastian’s signal. Fortunately, the route followed the main corridors and there was no difficulty with the CASPers making it through. A minute later there was a muffled boom! as the charges Callista had placed in the elevators went off, followed by a grinding, screeching vibration. 
 
    “I might have been wrong about how tough that elevator was. Maybe I overdid it a touch?” 
 
    “There’s no kill like Overkill!” Elise snarked, referring to one of the Olympians. “Just ask him.” 
 
    They passed through a set of blast doors. “Seal dat up, Boom-Boom!” Amos said. 
 
    Callista applied a thick bead of thermite foam to the joins and edges. After a few seconds it ignited. 
 
    “One insta-weld coming up,” she said. 
 
    Suddenly the signal from ‘Bastian stopped. As they reached the next blast door, they heard hammering on the previous one. 
 
    “That was sooner than I thought it would be,” Amos said. 
 
    They passed the second set of doors, and welded them shut the same way. Callista added a K-2 charge that would go off if it was forced open, and they pushed some nearby crates across the corridor to give them cover and a firing position if they had to fall back. They moved forward and were almost to ‘Bastian’s location when— 
 
    “Contact front!” 
 
    A flurry of plasma fire lit the corridor, and the Cajuns took cover behind crates and abandoned equipment. 
 
    “Goddamn!” said Hebert. “I’m hit! It ain’t bad, but my MACs are offline. I still got the hand unit and grenades!” 
 
    “Looked like Blevin working the crew weapons. Didn’t see any Torvasi, but might not mean much,” Guidry said. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re firing wild,” Amos said. “They keep it going, they’re goin’ to overheat dem guns. Anytime it slows, everybody give ‘em a few rounds to keep ‘em interested. Landry, Trahan, scoot back to dem crates and cover our six in case dey get smart.” 
 
    For the next minute, the groups exchanged fire. Each time the plasma guns began to lag, a flurry of MAC rounds brought the level back up. 
 
    “Dey lucky we don’ have Sebastian down here, he’d cover ‘em in sauce and eat ‘em for breakfast!” Amos said. 
 
    Rains fired a burst of MAC rounds and a grenade into a lull. “I keep meaning to ask you—what kind of business are you and Sebastian running, anyway?” 
 
    Amos laughed, taking his turn to fire. “Cajun sauce! Dem Xiq’tal can’t get enough of the stuff, and the hotter, the better. I’m already making more from sauce than I make from anything else. Seems like dem Xiq’tal ladies can be a mite frigid, an Ol’ Amos’ sauce is just da thing to warm ‘em up, I gar-on-tee!” 
 
    Rains fired again. “So, when Sebastian turns all purple, he’s…” 
 
    “Horny as a teenaged boy in the girls’ locker room!” Amos said. 
 
    “Amos! You’re a drug dealer!” 
 
    “I am not! I’m a distiller, and Sebastian is a distributor. Ain’t a thing addictive about it.” 
 
    The fire slowed again, and the next round of fire from the Cajuns didn’t get the usual response. 
 
    “How does that even work? I mean, don’t they lay eggs or—” 
 
    There was a muffled boom! 
 
    “Contact rear!” yelled Landry. “Firing!” 
 
    “Now or never, Jac-son,” Amos said. 
 
    “Cover fire!” Rains called as he moved the steel crate he’d taken cover behind and shifted. “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    While half the Cajuns provided cover fire, the rest quickly pulled several mining crates into line. 
 
    “On three!” Jackson said. “One! Grenades!” The Cajuns fired a barrage of grenades. “Two!” A series of explosions ripped down the hallway. “Three!” Rains and the Cajuns pushed the crates down the corridor as fast as they could go. The crates started glowing red from the heat of the plasma fire. Finally, there was another muffled boom! and the fire stopped as the remaining Blevin broke and ran. 
 
    “Dat be an overload, or I miss my guess,” Amos said. 
 
    “Landry! Report!” Amos said. 
 
    “All clear!” Landry replied. “Ours gave up the same time yours did.” 
 
    Rains looked at the doors the Blevin had been guarding. Stenciled across the doors were the words “Reactor Control #4.” 
 
    He triggered the door controls. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” he said.  
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    “Oh-one, we have oh-two and oh-three at the doors to the station proper. Opening now,” Rikki said. 
 
    “Roger, oh-two. We’ll make our way to your position. Junkyard out.” 
 
    Rikki brought up an image on her slate, then pointed. “Three-one open the door. As soon as there is room, oh-two will go through. Two-two lead the way.” 
 
    “Aw, yeah. Green Machine ready to roll!” Florida Eagle took his place near the door. Sandman flanked him and the other two members of their squad followed close behind. Squad three, led by Scorch and Pulsar, stacked right behind second squad. 
 
    “Ready,” Green Machine said, echoed by everyone. 
 
    “Go!” Rikki commanded. Two CASPers pulled the door open with a loud groan and metallic pops as the internal locks were broken. 
 
    The corridor beyond was dark. As soon as it was open enough, Florida surged Green Machine forward and triggered his chest-mounted lights. Sandman did the same, and the pair pushed into the corridor. Third squad had just made it through the door when a flash from the end of the passage signaled they weren’t alone. 
 
    Laser fire erupted from concealed positions. Green Machine snapped his laser shield up in time to deflect the brunt of laser fire. Next to him, Sandman wasn’t as fast, and his CASPer was struck by several high energy beams, one directly into where Steve’s head would have been in the cockpit. Turned as he was behind his laser shield; Florida watched his best friend get shredded. 
 
    Pulsar and Scorch returned fire from behind their laser shields, aiming blindly at the muzzle flashes. 
 
    “Clear the door!” Hurricane Cindy stepped through and released a double pod of rockets. Based on the old MightyMouse rocket pods, the six-centimeter missiles blazed down the hallway and the CASPers were rocked back by the detonations as the lasers were silenced. 
 
    “Report!” Rikki demanded. 
 
    “Sandman’s gone,” Florida said flatly. 
 
    “Two-three-three and two-three-four are dead. Tansil and Scorch are okay,” Michael Barr replied. 
 
    “Move up. There will be time to honor our comrades later,” Rikki said softly. 
 
    The armored doors at the far end of the corridor had been scorched, but were otherwise unharmed, though there wasn’t much left of the Blevin that had ambushed them. 
 
    “This should open to the spine of the station,” Rikki said. She tapped her slate again. The connection to the battlenet was still offline. Their local net was still functional. “Same plan. Be ready for them this time.” 
 
    This time, Florida held his MAC up to the split in the door. As soon as it was wide enough, he put the barrel through and started looking for targets. A Blevin stood up with an anti-armor rocket launcher. Green Machine rocked with the MAC’s discharge and the Bevin’s torso vanished in a spray of gore. “Whoo!” Florida yelled. The door opened further, and he stepped into a woodchipper of enemy fire that decimated the front of his CASPer. Those behind saw the big mech jerk as it was hit. In seconds, rounds and laser fire blasted through the back of the Olympian’s mech. 
 
    The other CASPers returned fire, looking for the enemy emplacements. Another CASPer was riddled with laser fire as it let loose a MAC barrage. It limped backward dragging a leg, its right arm hanging by connecting cables. “Two-four-three, combat ineffective,” she reported. 
 
    “Get back to the REX, Sharon. See if Repo can fix you up,” Nolan ordered her. 
 
    “Come on back, chere. I got you,” Remmy said. 
 
    Just then Rains popped onto comms through the static. “What’s the progress, Junkyard?” 
 
    “We are stuck in a kill-pocket and bogged down entering the spine.” 
 
    “Do what you need to do but get ‘er done. We are counting on you. Rains, out.” The signal disconnected with a loud pop. 
 
    “All right, you heard the man. We need to get moving,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Blood for blood!” Roadkill said and pounded on the bulkhead next to him. The cadence picked up and soon everyone was chanting and pounding on whatever was nearest. The vibrations shook the section of the station. 
 
    “I got an idea,” Tansil said over the din. 
 
    “Go, Pulsar. What’cha got?” Nolan said quickly. The chanting died, but the rhythmic pounding didn’t stop. Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump. 
 
    “Well, they are set up tight like a hound on a ‘possum in a tree. They ain’t expecting Olympians,” Tansil explained. “So, let’s give them the Olympic Games.” 
 
    It took a moment, then Nolan got it. “But we didn’t bring the equipment for the Games.” 
 
    Michael Barr cut in. “I’m standing next to a very lovely piece of frame easily liberated from its place in the wall.” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “Do it!” 
 
    At that, the remaining Olympians directed their squad-mates in cutting free beams and squares of wall plating. While they worked, they heard sporadic fire from the CASPers standing watch. 
 
    “Okay, Sebastian. Can you get us some intel?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “It should be of moderate effort,” the Xiq’tal said and moved his bulk to the side of the door. “Okay, in three, two, one.” He stepped into the open doorway. As the defenders overcame their surprise, they started shooting at the massive creature. Sebastian flexed his legs, adjusting his height up and down erratically, throwing off their aim. He dodged away from the door with a sudden spring as the defenders finally got their crew-served weapons lined up. Several beams cut through the space Sebastian had just occupied. The smell of ozone drifted down the corridor. 
 
    Nolan grunted at the images of the defenders. He tapped the locations and transmitted it over the local net to the group. “Okay. If we are giving them Saturday Night, let’s go whole hog. Here is the lineup for the show. Pulsar and Roadkill, Tilt and Swampthing, Scorch and Hurricane Cindy, Ripper and Divot. Questions?” 
 
    “What about me?” Race asked. 
 
    “You and I go last,” Nolan said. “Everyone ready?” Hearing a chorus of yeses, Nolan flipped a switch. “Synchronizing external speakers. Let’s go.” He pressed play and ten different external systems blared. “Let’s get ready to rumble!” progressed into “Get ready for this.” Nolan grinned. He knew Race hated the old stuff. “Go!” 
 
    Like a runner at the starting blocks, Tansil stomped both feet onto his jumpjets and rocketed through the door. Deafening electronica blasted from his speakers as he slammed his right hand down on the blue button in his cockpit, igniting two thousand high-output LED strobes across the mech. He feathered the jet’s pedals and tucked his chin to do a perfect midair summersault. As Pulsar slammed down onto the deck, Tansil let fly two metallic squares like insane, CASPer-sized ninja stars. They flew directly into the crew-served weapons Sebastian had identified. The armor plating on the front of the weapons was meant for small-arms fire, not giant metallic projectiles. Pulsar cleared the door to the left, firing on the next position. 
 
    Capitalizing on the momentary blinding of the enemies by Pulsar, Roadkill ran through and chucked a three-meter-long section of beam like a javelin. The emplacement detonated from the kinetic strike as he cleared to the right. 
 
    Tilt and Swampthing both stepped up and threw their metal squares. While they weren’t as showy as Pulsar, both were as accurate. “Close counts in horseshoes, hand grenades, and chopper toss,” Tilt chuckled as he let fly with his second square of destruction. They split and fired as they moved aside for the next pair. 
 
    Scorch hit his red toggle and, for a second, was coated in a foam which ignited as soon as he hit his jumpjets to vault into the spine. The two scrap-metal beams he threw were coated with the same gel and became firebolts from the vengeful fire-deity. Blevin fled as both emplacements crackled with secondary explosions as munitions caught fire. Not to be outdone, Hurricane Cindy whipped into the corridor and threw two metal squares at the right-most emplacements, only hers flew flat, like frisbees, right at waist height. The Torvasi that had been shooting as the Olympians entered were messily decapitated. Cindy followed the projectiles and extended forked blades from each arm with a loud snap! 
 
    Ripper and Divot blasted through the door, each carrying two beams. As if they had practiced the move together a hundred times, they did a forward aerial cartwheel, jumpjets flaring, arms not touching the ground, and released the beams as their feet touched the deck. The velocity imparted to the beams was massive and both streaked forward, blowing through the fortified barriers the Blevin had set up. The barriers shattered, turning the debris into shrapnel. Another aerial cartwheel, and the second beams flew. Only this time they had both given the beams some side-english and they turned into spinning three-meter-bars of doom. Both slammed into barriers and knocked the defenders back. Ripper lifted a fist in victory. 
 
    The last heavy weapons emplacement remained untouched, and the crew recovered from the lights and fiery death to either side. Not able to see anything else, the crew trained the plasma cannon on the bright light and fired. 
 
    The room seemed to suddenly go dark as Pulsar winked out of existence in a discharge of plasma. 
 
    “Our turn,” Race said. He tapped his display and took over the remaining speakers. Ram Jam’s “Black Betty” erupted, heralding their arrival. Over the intro beats emanating from every speaker he said, “Romeo Bravo is in the house!” 
 
    Race stomped his jets and rocketed into the spine. He focused on the plasma cannon and hit it with two of the metal squares. He kept going past it, looking for the next target. He saw a pair of Zuul aiming a rocket at one of the Olympians and let fly the last square he was carrying in a frisbee toss with. It plowed through the Zuul in a fountain of blue blood. He was transfixed at the sight, but Junkyard pushed him to the side. A beam flashed through the space between them. 
 
    Knocked to his senses, Race let loose with his MAC at the heavy laser team. He must have scored a hit on the power pack because the crew erupted in an orange-green flame. “Thanks, Junkyard.” 
 
    “Keep moving,” Nolan told him. “We ain’t done yet.” He pointed down the spine. They could see Torvasi and Blevin retreating to locations further back. A rocket flew down the corridor and knocked Scorch out of the air. 
 
    “Rains, we are at the front door and pushing forward,” Nolan said. He could see the rest of the CASPers moving forward. Armor status indicators were quickly shifting from green to amber, and red in some instances. “Let’s move up,” Nolan said into the command net. 
 
    Race nodded and triggered his play list. Guns N’ Roses’ “Welcome to the Jungle” became the anthem of destruction as the three groups of Olympians surged forward. 
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    The reactor control room doors slid open, revealing a wide room with control banks on either side of the reactor, which was set in the corner of the room. A wide armorglass window was set in a retractable door that led to the fuel delivery dock. 
 
    Rains was brought up short at the sight of Bes and Sabine, each strapped to a plastic fifty-five-gallon barrel. A K-bomb was affixed to the top of the barrel with wires looped between the two barrels and connected with induction pads to Sabine’s and Bes’ foreheads. 
 
    Rains stopped by the door and opened up Bruno. He dismounted from the CASPer. “Bes? Sabine?” 
 
    “Jac-son? That you?” Bes asked weakly. He could see from where he stood that her face was covered with cuts and she was sitting in a pool of blood. His heart hammered in his chest, and he took a step toward her. 
 
    “That’s close enough, Jackson Rains,” came a deep booming voice from behind him. 
 
    He drew his pistol and pointed it as he turned toward the voice. There, Kr’et’Socae stood with Sin’Kura. Reflexively he shot them both in the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae threw back his head and laughed as the bullets ricocheted off armorglass and bounced around the control room. “As with everything, Rains, you think like the primate you are. It is one of the reasons I’ve been able to manipulate you so well.” 
 
    Sounds of fighting came from the corridor, but suddenly stopped with a crump from a grenade launcher. 
 
    “Well, this primate has pretty well kicked your donkey ass,” Rains said as he looked for a way to open the door. A panel on the far side of the room blinked amber. The panel closest to Rains had been destroyed. 
 
    “You have a choice, Rains. You can go to the panel and try to override the lockout to open the door and get to me,” Kr’et’Socae said. “Or you can put the chip in the reader by the Human females and deactivate the timer on the explosives.” He grinned maliciously until his pointed teeth showed. “Remove the leads attached to them and the explosives detonate. Try to disarm the explosives and my lovely assistant here will detonate them.” Kr’et’Socae pointed at Sin’Kura who waved a wired remote. 
 
    So much for jamming the signal. 
 
    “Give me the data and your females are safe. You’ve gone this far, you may as well finish it,” Kr’et’Socae said calmly. 
 
    “How do I know you’ll let us go rather than killing us all?” Rains asked. He glanced around, trying to figure out his options. There had to be a way to save them without giving up the data. 
 
    “The data reader is hard-wired to cut the timer on the explosives and render it inert. Besides—” he gave another toothy grin, “—why would I want to kill my newest agent?” He crossed his arms. “What will it be?” 
 
    Rains turned to Bes and Sabine. “How are you, Sabine?” 
 
    “I’m scared, Uncle Jackson. They hurt Nana Bes really bad.” Sabine sobbed. That stoked the anger in Rains to a new level. 
 
    “Bes? How you doin’?” Rains asked, his eyes searching her face for signs of how she was. She slowly raised her head. She was extremely pale, and her lips were blue. She didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Jac-son? Help Sabine,” she said weakly. 
 
    Rains took two quick steps toward her before Kr’et’Socae stopped him. “That’s close enough. Unless you are giving me what I want.” 
 
    Keeping his eyes on Bes, Rains reached into the thigh pocket of his gator-skin and held up a small data chip. “I have your deepest desires right here, Kr’et’Socae.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I read your file while I was on Kleve—not the redacted version.” He got Kr’et’Socae’s attention with that. Jackson turned to face him. “I read the Guild Master’s version.” Jackson took a sidestep toward the reader. “How you were set up by Breka.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae slammed a fist against the armorglass. “I knew it! I knew that Selroth-birthsack had orchestrated the whole thing.” Kr’et’Socae was breathing heavily, his eyes unfocused as he replayed something from his past. 
 
    Rains took another step toward the device. 
 
    “It’s gonna be okay,” he whispered to Bes and Sabine. He quickly looked over the reader. He saw cables running from it to the display on the bomb. Another cable went from the reader, entwined with a cable from the timer, and both led into a panel on the reactor control board. 
 
    That must be how they got the information. 
 
    Kr’et’Socae regained his focus. “The data, Rains. You know what they did to me. I need to make it right.” 
 
    Rains looked at his family, then hung his head. Defeated, he put the chip in the reader. The display flickered to life and the indicator flashed amber. While it read and decrypted the chip, he studied Bes and Sabine. Both were filthy and carried a pungent odor. “You’ll be out of this soon,” he said, smiling weakly at the pair. The reader emitted a cheerful tone and the indicator glowed green. At the same time, the timer on the bomb went dark. 
 
    Bes whispered to him, “What have you done, Jackson?” 
 
    He winked at her and hit her with an injector full of medical nanites. Her eyes widened at the sudden rush of the little machines as they worked to save her life. She moaned in pain as her wounds were stabilized. He hoped he was in time. He painted a hard expression on his face and turned around. He watched as Kr’et’Socae checked his slate and unplugged it from the wall. 
 
    Jackson could tell Kr’et’Socae was elated. 
 
    He stared at Kr’et’Socae and Sin’Kura through the armorglass of the hatch. Behind them he saw a short corridor with an open maintenance lock flanked by two of Sin’Kura’s Torvasi guards. Kr’et’Socae spoke through the comm. 
 
    “Nice doing business with you, Rains. You should look me up once you have your priorities straightened out.” 
 
    “You can count on it,” Rains replied. “It’s a shame you can’t stick around so we can finish our business now.” He hooked a thumb at Bruno. “I got all dressed up and everything.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae let out a laugh. “You might even change my mind about Humans, Rains. I’ll be interested to see how you do now that you don’t have the Peacemakers to prop you up. If they catch you, ask for my old cell. The protein waffles aren’t bad.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen, Kr’et’Socae. My operation was clean, so unless you tell them, I’m still the golden boy,” Rains smirked. Time to drive a wedge. “By the time I catch up to you, I expect you to have better taste in minions. I have standards.” 
 
    Sin’Kura’s cybernetic eye blazed yellow. “Yes, we haf seen. Low ones. We are quite happy with our arrangement,” she said. 
 
    “Kitty, please. The Peacemakers don’t even have you in the top ten. Your attack on Earth has the government eating out of my hand for cleaning up what they look at as a terrorist threat. The Peacemakers are going to pin a medal on me for returning the F11 you stole in that bungled job on Gorton Station, and you killed a senior Besquith Peacemaker, so even if we don’t catch you, well, I’m sure the Besquith are a kind and forgiving people. You attract attention everywhere you go.” 
 
    Rains paused and saw Kr’et’Socae watching Sin’Kura. Rains thought about what a near thing the whole mission had been. We were running half a step from the edge of ruin the entire time. “Not to mention, I took your toy away from you with a couple of ships and a hundred men. You should have stuck with your Torvasi. Once the pressure was on, the Blevin folded like a cheap table. You are a liability.” 
 
    “Enough!” Kr’et’Socae bellowed. “I tire of your bickering, amusing as it may be. You waste your time, Rains. Sin’Kura has been especially useful to me, and we have things to do, but thank you for the reminder you may not have been detected. You may have another opportunity to be useful as well. You still owe me a life. Until next time.” 
 
    Kr’et’Socae turned and strode down the corridor to the waiting ship without a backward glance, Sin’Kura hurried in his wake, stopping at the airlock to give Rains a hard stare. Rains returned it along with his best smile and a raised middle finger in salute. “See you soon, kitty.” 
 
    Sin’Kura entered the lock, followed by her guards. Rains watched the airlock cycle. There was a clunk, as the ship detached from the station. 
 
    Rains slumped into a chair, still smiling, and started to chuckle, then to laugh, waves of mirth running through him. Bes and Sabine were safe, and that was all that mattered. He really wished he had been able to bring in Kr’et’Socae, with Sin’Kura as icing on the cake, but he had done plenty of damage. 
 
    Rains saw Vannix reflected in a darkened engineering console. 
 
    “That was quite the performance. I think you oversold it,” Vannix said. 
 
    “What, partner, you don’t think I have a stellar career as an actor?” Rains asked. 
 
    “I think you should stick to being a Peacemaker.” 
 
    Rains thought back to the day he and Remmy had broken into the secure datacenter on Kleve. 
 
    Council access only. 
 
    Rains didn’t have Remmy’s affinity for technology, but he was no slouch either, and he had a history of digging in places he wasn’t supposed to that went all the way back to Ms. Gilson’s class and his secret games of Raknar Pilot. 
 
    He sat at the terminal and found the files the Equiri was looking for. Even with Council-level access, he couldn’t directly read the files, and Rains would have given a lot to know how Kr’et’Socae was going to do that. The files were individually encrypted, then stored in a compressed folder with a second level of encryption. 
 
    There was no way he could alter the original files, but he could create new ones, rename them, and place them into the original folder. The system would probably flag the folder as changed, but it looked like they changed fairly frequently. Chances were good no one would notice unless they knew exactly what to look for. Rains worked quickly, and when he was done, his last step was to overwrite four of the dummy files with the originals. Have to have enough real data there to authenticate, Rains thought. 
 
    Then he created a second copy of the files and attached everything to a message that would be delivered in two weeks. Hopefully, that would give Kr’et’Socae and Sin’Kura enough time to be well on their way to wherever they were going. 
 
    “Selector. The advice on changing travel plans after the data breach made a lot of sense. I’ve already made some changes of my own. 
 
    “—Jackson.” 
 
    Rains inserted the chip. He paused because he knew even what he was doing would most likely end his career as a Peacemaker, but not doing it would kill Bes and Sabine. 
 
    Rains looked up. “Bes, Sabine…Vannix, forgive me.” Rains hit Commit and watched as the files scanned. Two new files were created on the chip. 
 
    There’s our destination. 
 
    Rains pulled the chip. 
 
    Rains wished he could have been there to see Kr’et’Socae’s frustration while trying to verify those files, but then he sobered. Kr’et’Socae had four chances in a hundred to score a hit, but the Equiri had beaten worse odds before. Assuming they didn’t lock Rains up, he had to figure out a way to keep the pressure on. 
 
    He looked back at the panel, but Vannix was gone. “I think you should stick to being a Peacemaker,” she’d said. 
 
    “If they let me, partner. If they let me.” 
 
    For now, we need to put the pieces back together. Again. And then, home.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hope Station 
 
    Hangar Bay Gallery 
 
      
 
    After the battle, it had taken nearly a month to tie up all the loose ends at Hope Station. Working shift on, shift off, they managed to free the REX and bring her into Hope’s hangar bay so they could repair the doors. The Blevin were disarmed and confined to one level by welding most of the hatches shut. 
 
    Bes’ injuries kept her in the station’s infirmary, and Sabine and the other Cajuns did their best to keep her spirits up. Mix and some of her sisters visited every day, and soon she could get out and about with the aid of a wheelchair. 
 
    Sabine often visited her Oogar friend, who was in the next bay over from Bes. He was in a coma from the injuries he received fighting the Blevin and Torvasi when he broke out of his cell. 
 
    Rains called everyone together on the main cargo gallery overlooking the REX to discuss their options. 
 
    “What do you think, Chief?” Captain Lorm asked. 
 
    “Too much damage,” Achatina said. “We can probably patch her up—Hope basically has a full yard—but we don’t have the people to get the station to the point where we can do the work. We’ll have to find another solution. We can lock the Ptolemy on again for the hyperspace transition.” 
 
    Rains had asked Lucille to install a copy of herself in Hope’s computer, and, thanks to her, they now had a much better handle on the station’s condition and capabilities. He had explained her to Amos and the others as a simple voice interface he used with Bruno that was needed to keep the lights on with the small number of crew they had available. 
 
    “I don’ know; I think I’d just as soon type out what I wanted,” said Amos. 
 
    Remmy jumped in, seeing the way the wind was blowing. “It’s no different from Sabine talking to ‘Bastian, cousin. And since you won’t enter the modern world with a set of pinplants, you’re going to need the interface to get things done faster,” he said. 
 
    “It’s a space station, not a toy, Remmy Bouchard,” Amos said. “I feel like I’m talkin’ to myself.” 
 
    “You do that without a voice interface,” Rains said, chuckling. 
 
    “Fine,” Amos said. “But pick a different name. Lucille makes me feel like she’s gonna pick a fine time to leave. Give it a good Cajun name.” 
 
    “How about Simone?” Bes said, referring to Amos’ daughter. 
 
    “No,” Amos breathed, “that be too hard. Would you call it Louie?” 
 
    “All right, Amos, but she said she’d always be with us. How ‘bout her middle name?” Bes said. “That name got history.” 
 
    Amos’ hands tightened on the railing for a moment. “We do that then, since you ain’t letting it go. Use Yvonne.” 
 
    “Okay, Amos. I’ll handle it,” Jackson said, pulling the discussion back on track. He really would have liked to leave Hope station at a different time, but there weren’t any good options. They simply didn’t have the resources to get everyone off the station. 
 
    “Okay, options?” Rains asked. 
 
    “Space the Blevin or keep them locked up here till we take the Zeewie off, then tell their people to come and get them,” Race offered. 
 
    “Spacing them is not an option,” Nolan said before anyone else. 
 
    “Why not?” Race said. “They killed plenty of us.” 
 
    “The reality of being a merc,” Rikki said. “The being you fight against today may be the one you fight beside tomorrow.” 
 
    “No idea what you are talking about,” Sebastian said. 
 
    Tikki and Tavvi laughed. 
 
    “Also assumes their people give a shit. They may be a write-off, but until we know otherwise, we have to assume they’re our problem,” said Tikki. 
 
    “Also, there’s a good chance their people have no idea where they are. They were probably shipped here, told what they were expected to do, and either did it or faced the Torvasi,” said Tavvi. 
 
    “We might offer them a contract,” Nolan said. 
 
    “Possibly,” said Rains, “but not as security. They worked for Kr’et’Socae and Sin’Kura. Until we know how deep those ties go, I’m not taking any chances re-arming them.” 
 
    “I worked for Kr’et’Socae and Sin’Kura, too, though I didn’t know they were criminals. It was just a new opportunity. For what it’s worth, we never had any problems working with the Blevin,” Mix said. 
 
    “Mix, anyone at home that would send a ship for you?” Rains asked. 
 
    Mix had stepped up and was handling the affairs of the nearly three hundred Zeewie on Hope Station. When Sin’Kura left with her Torvasi, the Zeewie had been left to fend for themselves. 
 
    “No,” Mix said, shaking her head. “We were supposed to prep the station so they could bring in miners from Te’Warri, or that’s what we were told. This was going to be a new start for most of us. Some of us have mates that were going to join us with the mining crews, but many have nothing to return to. We don’t even know if we were paid past the advance. It may all have been a lie.” 
 
    “Jac-son, can’t you use some of that Peacemaker muscle to get us some transports?” said Amos. 
 
    “I thought about that, yeah. Cargill can take me back to Karma to requisition every ship docked there, but I think for the long term it will cause more problems than it solves. This is a hell of a chunk of real estate to suddenly advertise.” 
 
    “On the one claw, no, it’s not. On the other, keep it,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “What you mean?” Amos said. 
 
    “This place has no importance. It is a junkyard at the ass-end of space. Nobody wants it. The ships drifting outside are stripped to the gills. No one wants them. You might find bits and pieces of tech. Romero will find a thousand things Humans never thought of, and some of them are tens of thousands of years old. Stop thinking like Humans. You have wealth to buy what you want, but you reinvent it instead and pay more to do it yourselves. It is why other races have concerns about humanity. If you want to save the Blevin and the Zeewie, go to Karma and rent cargo pods like you did to move the nopf’h. Latch them to a scaffold and have Cargill transport them, but if the station is useful to you, keep it.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned! You big, blue, son of a bitch, you had a fix all dis time and watched us spin!” Amos sputtered. “That the longest speech I ever hear you make!” 
 
    “You are my friend, Amos, but because you call me Sebastian and we have joined our fates, you think of me like a Human. I am Xrr’krr’kkt of the Xiq’tal, and my people fought among the stars before humanity crawled from the seas. You seek to do the impossible, and I will help you, because you are my friend and because it is a worthy challenge.” 
 
    Rikki whooped while she and Tikki clapped. Tavvi laughed so hard the floor vibrated. 
 
    “If you need security, Amos, the Crawlers are between jobs. We can sign on. The Blevin won’t give us any trouble.” 
 
    “Da Crawlers?” Amos asked. 
 
    “Do I make fun of Cajuns?” Rikki asked. 
 
    “Not makin’ fun, just never heard you talk about your troop dat way. Till we sort things out, I’d be glad to have you, but since Sebastian figured out how to move everyone, do we really want to? How do we make this place pay for itself?” 
 
    “You can lease the shipyard facilities out to Dad. He never quits complaining about Earth and Luna gouging him for taxes,” Race said. 
 
    “If the mining opportunity is real and you can bring our miners in, the Zeewie would stay, at least until the contract is finished,” said Mix. 
 
    “I’m betting after Raul is done with the ships out there, the recyclables would be worth a pretty penny, handled right,” Remmy chimed in. 
 
    “I can declare the F11 salvage. If you let the Athal broker it, that would cover some of your upfront cost, and that solves what to do with them. I can arrest them, but we don’t have the resources to guard them, and losing a ship is already a steep price for receiving stolen goods,” Rains said. 
 
    “How about defenses? We wrecked the place,” Amos said. 
 
    “Upgrade to a standard point defense system. If you want something bigger, use rail guns. You have plenty of power, and Hope was a mining station. You can make your own ammunition,” Achatina said. 
 
    “I don’t know a thing about running those types of businesses, let alone a space station!” Amos said. 
 
    “I can put you in touch with some Cochkala who can help with that,” Lorm said. 
 
    “And I. Bakulu engineers would welcome an opportunity to work on this type of project, or with Romero and his team. I have friends among the elSha as well,” said Achatina. 
 
    “You could set up the Olympians out here. You have options on Hope that Earth will never let you have,” Nolan said. 
 
    “All right, all right! I don’ know how I get myself into these things. I’ll file all the paperwork and think about all the mud you’re throwin’ at the wall to see if anything sticks. If it don’, well, we get everybody home and turn the lights out, because I ain’t running this place! We gotta find someone with experience with a station,” Amos said. 
 
    “Or a base,” Rains said. 
 
    “Someone who can deal with mercs and corporate contractors,” Rikki said. 
 
    “Someone who has real clout with the new security force,” Tikki said. 
 
    “Someone with ten legs!” Sebastian said. 
 
    “No. No. No!” said Tavvi. 
 
    “Congratulations Administrator Tavvi!” they chorused. 
 
    “You people suck!” complained the Tortantula as the group broke up and moved off to cover their various tasks. 
 
    Amos and Rains remained at the gallery rail looking at the REX. 
 
    “Jac-son, I’m tired. I’m tired of losing friends. I want to go home an’ cook an’ drink too much an’ tell lies about the good ol’ days. I want you an’ me to go play cards in dives and whup da stuff outta the young bucks. We’ll even take dat shit Remmy if he up for a good time. Can we do dat?” Amos said. 
 
    “It’s a date, but you’re going to find someone else to save. It’s what you do; I don’t think you can help yourself.” 
 
    “Probably not, damn you.” Amos laughed. 
 
    Rains put his arm around Amos and gave the older man a squeeze. “Everyone around you is better for it. Look at it this way, Amos, people come to you when they are hurting, and you give them Sanctuary.” He gave a wicked grin. “Now you can give them Hope, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    The shuttle touched down with a tiny bump on Sanctuary’s new landing pad. 
 
    On the way down from orbit, Amos had called up the satellite images of the place and could see a time-lapse of the work that had been done. Greasy had been busy, no doubt with Marie right behind him to check his work. 
 
    Amos received a report from Greasy but only glossed through it. There was a new landing pad. It looked like the arena for the Olympians had gotten an upgrade and there were guest quarters now. They had done that after Marie had gotten tired of the groups of Olympians being underfoot. A new cookhouse stood where the old one had been, and it looked like Marie might have gone wild with the landscaping. From what he saw, it looked amazing. “Maybe I’ll just go back to cooking and leave Sanctuary to them,” he muttered. 
 
    “Welcome to Sanctuary Plantation. Home of the Ragin’ Cajuns and birthplace of the Armored Olympics. Local time is 5:45 pm and the temperature is too wet and too hot. Please get a move on since I have another run to make. And thank you for flying Air Tia.” 
 
    “Race is a bad influence on dat girl,” Amos said to Rains. 
 
    “You’re his CO,” Rains chided. 
 
    “Who is about to hand him back off to his daddy,” Amos said. “He just young. Too young for us ol’ farts who don’t remember what that’s like, but Nolan’s doing a good job, and Race is tryin’ hard when his hormones ain’t in da way.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, I’m still a young man,” Rains said. 
 
    “Uh huh. Bev think you plenty young!” Amos laughed. 
 
    “Hey now!” Rains objected. “We’re friends.” 
 
    “You keep telling yourself dat.” Amos grinned again. “If she don’t get you, BC will!” 
 
    “Amos, leave Jac-son be and come take me down this ramp since you done stuck me in dis damn chair. You can have a set with me and Marie,” Bes said. 
 
    “Sorry, Bes, I got to get Sebastian settled and den there something I got to do. I can’t get caught up in refereein’ you and Marie. You gotta talk to her. You’ve put it off too long already.” 
 
    “Jac-Son?” Bes said hopefully. 
 
    “I can’t, Bes. I’ve got to finish my report to the Peacemakers and then I have to head to Houston to see Hak-Chet. If I can, I’ll be back, but it can’t wait.” 
 
    Bes nodded, knowing what was at stake for Rains. “Good luck, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “We’ll take you down, Aunt Bes,” Remmy said. “Grab her chair, Burton.” 
 
    The Lumar reached down and picked up Bes and her chair, ready to carry her down the ramp. 
 
    “I meant, push her chair for her,” Remmy said. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Burton said. He set the chair down, resettled Bes, and took the controls. 
 
    The ramp finished lowering. Crowded around the pad were the Olympians who had stayed behind to track down the men who had attacked Sanctuary, the Cajuns’ extended family, and a group of friends and well-wishers. There were hugs all around, and even Sebastian received friendly thumps on his shell. Sabine ran around with ‘Bastian, enjoying the fuss being made over her. Remmy had fixed up the drone “better than new” after Bes had a talk with him about the presence of a military-grade laser in a child’s toy. 
 
    Amos said hello to Marie and Greasy and promised to return before heading off with Sebastian. 
 
    Burton and Remmy took Bes over to Marie, who was waiting with the Besquith pups. She smiled up at the Lumar. “How about we trade?” she said. 
 
    Burton took a knee, and the pups ran to him. “Hey, I missed you two,” he said. 
 
    Marie hugged Bes, then Remmy, then took the chair controls. “I think someone is waiting for you, Remmy Bouchard.” 
 
    Remmy looked like a deer in the headlights as Marie steered Bes away. Charlotte walked up and pulled Remmy in for a kiss. 
 
    Amos watched with a smile. “Dem dice rollin’, I gar-on-tee,” he said quietly. “All right, Sebastian, let’s get you situated. You sure about this?” Amos asked as the pair walked down toward the bayou. 
 
    “It is our custom. To know the water a people come from helps the Xiq’tal to understand them,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “If that’s what you want, but I’m gonna have to wash the stink off with the pressure washer when you’re done. You ain’t exactly light. I hope you don’ get stuck in the mud.” 
 
    Sebastian gave a rasping Xiq’tal laugh. “Jackson is right, you cannot help yourself. I will be fine. Come for me tomorrow,” he said walking into the bayou. 
 
    “You watch out for them gators, now!” Amos yelled. He watched Sebastian until all he saw of the Xiq’tal was his eyestalks poking up from the water. 
 
    Amos turned and walked along the bank, down one of the paths, through a gate, and across a grassy area. He sat on a bench beneath a huge willow tree. Almost hidden by the drooping branches was a monument they had placed when they came to Sanctuary. Carved into the stone were two names: Simone Yvonne LeBlanc and Louis “Louie” LeBlanc. 
 
    “I’m sorry I been gone so long, mon chere. But I wanted you and Louie to know we brought Sabine home safe. She been so brave. She angrier about missing her party den being kidnapped. Now it’s done, it was an adventure.” 
 
    He paused to watch a small gator pass by on its way to somewhere important. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Louie. Your mama got a mite bit cut up, but she tough it through. She’s gonna be fine. That she’s gotta heal up inna’ chair has her fit to be tied!” Amos gave a chuckle. “I expect she be by before too long, but she and Marie are gonna talk a spell, and you know how dat’s gonna go.” 
 
    Amos sat quietly for a while, thinking and listening to the birds’ call. 
 
    “Amos? I’m sorry to interrupt. They told me I’d find you here. Race and I will be heading back to Luna as soon as he gets back with Tia. I wanted to thank you for bringing him home,” Raul said. 
 
    “He a good boy, Raul. He do all right once all that young on ‘im wears off. He hung it out there with the rest of us, so he earnin’ dem spurs,” Amos said. 
 
    “He wants me to move our entire prototype division to Hope. I guess the place makes an impression. It’s the first time he’s had any interest in Romero Enterprises, and it’s past time he sees what’s involved. I should thank you for that, too.” 
 
    “None of my doing; he come up with that himself, but you welcome anyway. We can talk business later.” 
 
    “Of course, I didn’t mean…” Raul looked at the marker. “I wish now I’d known her better.” 
 
    “Except for her daughter, my Simone was the most beautiful girl in the world. When I come up, I’ll tell you ‘bout her.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Raul said. “That’s a plan. I should get going. Be well, Amos.” 
 
    “An’ you.” 
 
    Raul turned to leave and walked carefully up the path. “You going to tell him, Raul?” Amos said to Raul’s back. 
 
    “Not yet, Amos. But I will.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Marie pushed Bes’ chair in silence for a few moments, taking her across to the lawn in front of Amos’ new cookhouse before stopping next to a flowerbed that would be a riot of color when they came in. 
 
    “I like what you done, Marie. Pretty. Something I never had the time for,” Bes said. 
 
    “Wasn’t so hard. I just spent Amos’ money an’ put the boys to work. Greasy handled the details. That man is as bad as Remmy. He’s got a guy for everything. You get to deal with the meltdown.” 
 
    “Why, Marie Arton, I suppose you rearrange my kitchen, too,” Bes said sourly. 
 
    “No, Bes LeBlanc, I did not rearrange your kitchen! I did rearrange your office, though. How you found anything in that mess, I’ll never know and…” Marie trailed off. 
 
    “We gonna talk or we gonna fight?” Bes asked. 
 
    “Whatever pay the bills!” Marie said. “I was hopin’ for some gratitude! I shoulda’ known better, you bitter old woman!” 
 
    “Thank you, an’ I am bitter! I don’ see my sister in a coon’s age and it take bein’ all busted up and carried off the planet to get her to cross the damn river!” 
 
    “You da one moved into plantation country! You folks coulda stayed in Acadia!” 
 
    “Sanctuary is an hour away!” 
 
    “It ain’t Acadian. The mercs is called Cajuns. They shoulda’ stayed in the parish or changed the name when Louie passed.” Marie started to wind up. “Amos ain’t even a proper Cajun. He—” 
 
    “The fuck you say!” Bes said. “That man can trace back all da way to de Monts! It don’t get no more Cajun den dat, and you keep talking about my Louie, God rest him, I’m gonna get outta this chair and slap the sass right offa you if it kills me!” 
 
    Marie backed down. “Sorry, Bes, I didn’t mean it like that an’ you know it! I loved Louie, too. It’s just I was so afraid for you and Sabine and dis was the only way I had to help! You make me cry ugly tears!” 
 
    “Well…” Bes said, more calmly. “All right, that’s better, I suppose. And I do thank you, for everything, truly. I appreciate you comin’ to help. I’m sure it wasn’t easy. Lord only knows what the place would look like if it were left up to Greasy. Dat old man a hell of a mechanic, but he don’ clean a thing.” 
 
    “Greasy ain’t so bad, he just needs a nudge now and again,” Marie said. 
 
    The two waited in silence. It stretched between them, grew brittle. 
 
    “So, I guess you be headed home now?” Bes asked. 
 
    Marie nodded. “After a few days, once you settle in. Or…you could come home. You and Sabine both, just for a while. Rest up.” 
 
    “Sanctuary is home now, Marie. Someday it will belong to Sabine, and she can do what she wants with it, but for the time being…” 
 
    “I had to ask,” Marie said. 
 
    “Be nice having someone to help out, me being in this chair an’ all. Maybe even permanent. Amos was after me to hire an assistant.” 
 
    “You askin’ me to stay?” 
 
    Bes took a deep breath. “I am. That is, if you got the time. You obviously got a handle on the work. Sabine misses her aunt, so you could spend some time together, take her around and show her what’s what so she’ll learn her history. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say I love my sister and my niece, so of course I’ll stay! Now, there are some things we’re gonna have to talk about…” 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Someone is waiting for you, Remmy Bouchard,” Marie Arton said. 
 
    Remmy looked where Marie was gesturing. Charlotte Devereaux was standing off to the side, looking at him with a big smile. She wore what Remmy’s momma would have called a Sunday go-to-meetin’ dress made of white cotton that set off her tan and a wide-brimmed hat good for a nice sunny day. Remmy’s heart pounded in his chest, and he wiped his suddenly sweaty palms on his jeans. He was trying to figure out why it was hard to breathe and trying to come up with something charming to say when she stepped up and pulled him in for a kiss. 
 
    When they parted a brief lifetime later, she looked up at him through long eyelashes. 
 
    “Why, Mr. Bouchard, I do believe you might have missed me,” she said with a dimpled smile. “Welcome home, Remmy.” 
 
    “It’s after Labor Day,” Remmy said, staring at her. 
 
    “What?” Charlotte asked, tilting her head. 
 
    “Nothing,” Remmy said, trying to gather his wits. “I do—did—ah, hell Charlotte, you look amazing! That’s the nicest welcome home I’ve ever had.” 
 
    She laughed at him, then took his arm, and they started walking toward the garden. 
 
    Across the way, Greasy and Nolan were leaning against the cookhouse wall. Nolan raised his Abita in their direction. “Think that boy knows what just hit him?” he asked Greasy. 
 
    “Nope,” Greasy replied. “Charlotte’s a local. Knows the whole family. Amos said they went to school together. She’s been visiting with Marie since the attack. Half the Olympians are in love with her. She’s got a good head on her shoulders, but she ain’t the type to mess around.” 
 
    “She has his number!” Nolan said as Remmy and Charlotte set off toward the garden, talking. 
 
    “I’ve got a hundred credits that says she lets him off easy once he recovers,” Nolan said. 
 
    “You’re on!” Greasy raised his coffee cup and clinked it with Nolan’s beer. 
 
    “Coffee? In this heat?” Nolan asked. 
 
    “Bunnahabhain, a twenty-five-year-old scotch. Want to trade up?” Greasy grinned. 
 
    “Soon as I finish this, thanks,” Nolan said. 
 
    Charlotte gave Remmy’s arm a squeeze. “I’m glad you made it home safe. Marie made it sound like you were very far away.” 
 
    Remmy looked thoughtful for a moment. “Yeah, we were out about as far as you can get, but it’s amazing out there.” He broke his stride. “Not as amazing as right here though.” He squeezed Charlotte’s hand, and she blushed. 
 
    “Is that what that was about, me being gone?” Remmy asked softly. 
 
    “That was a test,” she said. “You passed. I’ve been thinking about us since I ran into you that day in the shop. I’m ready for something good in my life. I know what I want, and I’m tired of waiting for you to do something about it.” 
 
    Remmy felt a shock of fear go through him, and his heart skipped a beat. “Now, hold on, you probably know how I feel about you, but there ain’t much safe or stable about my life—” 
 
    Charlotte backed off a step, adjusted her dress, dropped to one knee, and held up a ring. 
 
    “Remington Bouchard, will you marry me and keep me happy for the rest of our days?” Her eyes twinkled. 
 
    “Game, set, match,” said Greasy. “That’ll be a hundred credits.” 
 
    “It ain’t over,” Nolan said as they watched Remmy pull Charlotte to her feet. 
 
    Catcalls from around the green proved that Greasy and Nolan weren’t the only ones watching Remmy and his ladylove. 
 
    Remmy pulled Charlotte into a hug. They barely caught his reply on the wind. 
 
    “How about we go on a date first, chere?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Peacemaker Shuttle 
 
    En Route to Peacemaker Regional Headquarters 
 
    Houston, Texas, Earth 
 
      
 
    “We’re on approach now, Peacemaker Rains. ETA is twenty minutes,” Tia said as she guided the shuttle in to the PMRHQ traffic pattern. There was considerably more activity than the last time they were in Houston, and she was directed to circle while other traffic cleared. Rains could hear the easy cadence between Tia and landing control. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Clayton. I’ll be ready.” Unlike Tia’s runs to Sanctuary, her conduct for the PMRHQ and Selector Hak-Chet was textbook. She had come a long way since he’d met her on that first flight months ago, adjusting to the abrupt changes in her duties in stride and without complaint. 
 
    Rains touched up his report, tweaking it here and there, but really, he had finished long before the long trip back from Hope. At this point, it was more a way to keep his mind off how nervous he was. He gave it up and finally hit Send. 
 
    That he hadn’t been detained or arrested was some comfort, but he had sent a request for a meeting with a preliminary report as soon as they reached Karma. The request had been approved, and it may have just been a question of resources. Why send a team after him when he was coming to them? 
 
    Rains heard the thrusters spool up for a soft touchdown, then power down to idle, so it seemed Tia would be off on her next run immediately. He expected her to open the ramp from the cockpit, but she surprised him by coming back to the passenger cabin. 
 
    She snapped a salute. Rains grinned, returning it. “At ease,” he said. 
 
    “Peacemaker, I wanted to thank you. My cadet instructor said you placed a commendation in my file.” 
 
    “I did. You earned it. I understand your studies are going well.” 
 
    Rains’ slate chimed, and he held up a finger. “Excuse me,” he said, checking the message. His smile got wider. “Go on.” 
 
    “They are, thank you.” 
 
    “Do you still want to attend the academy?” 
 
    Tia looked uncomfortable. “Honestly, I’m not sure. It seems so romantic, but Race told me some of what you faced out there and…I need to think it through. There are a lot of careers in the Peacemakers.” 
 
    Smart, Rains thought. “A good answer, cadet. That being the case, I have a surprise for you.” Rains hit the ramp control. 
 
    “Who’s holding up the damn shuttle?” a familiar voice demanded. Tia stepped back as a ball of mock fury charged up the ramp. 
 
    Tia snapped back to attention. 
 
    “Peacemaker Rains! Why is it whenever something goes sideways, I find you in the middle of it?” said Captain Lorm. 
 
    “Because, Captain, the Turunmaa and her crew are the finest available, and only the best could keep pulling my ass out of the fire,” Rains retorted. 
 
    “Damn right!” Lorm agreed. 
 
    Lorm turned to Tia. “You drive this bus?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” 
 
    “Captain Lorm, allow me to present Cadet Tia Clayton. Cadet Clayton, this is Captain Lorm of the Peacemaker Corvette Turunmaa.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Captain.” Tia saluted. 
 
    “That remains to be seen, Cadet,” Lorm said with a growl, returning the Human salute. 
 
    Lorm turned to Rains. “The Selector is waiting for you. They sent you an escort.” Rains looked down the ramp for the first time since Lorm came aboard and saw the two Pushtal Enforcers who had come to Sanctuary with the Selector after the attack. “You’d better go. Good luck, Peacemaker.” 
 
    “And to you, Captain. Thank you, and give the chief my regards,” Rains said. 
 
    As Rains headed down the ramp, he heard Lorm say, “So, Cadet, tell me everything wrong with this bucket and how you compensate for it…” 
 
    Rains reached the bottom of the ramp and was immediately flanked by the two Enforcers. “This way please,” the one to his right said, giving Rains a feral smile. 
 
    “One moment please, you’re going to want to see this.” 
 
    On the trip from Hope, Lorm had told him her helm officer would be moving into the tactical position. Since a Corvette captain had a lot of leeway with how she crewed her ship, Rains had given her Tia’s file to look at. Tia didn’t know it, but this was the interview. 
 
    The shuttle’s engines started to spool up. Rains backed off until he could grab the rail surrounding the landing pad. 
 
    “Might want to hold on to something,” he said. 
 
    The Enforcers looked at Rains, then realized the shuttle was going to full power sitting on the pad. They grabbed the rail just in time to keep from being sent flying as the shuttle performed an emergency ascent. 
 
    The Pushtal glared at him. Rains shrugged. “I told you. Did you not realize who was boarding?” 
 
    The older Pushtal checked his slate, then snorted, shaking his head. “This way, please.” 
 
    Rains allowed the Pushtal to escort him to Hak-Chet’s office. The older Enforcer knocked twice, then opened the door and gestured for Rains to enter. The door closed behind him. 
 
    Selector Hak-Chet stood facing the windows, this time looking out into a clear, sunny day. Rains stopped inside the door and waited to be acknowledged. The silence drew out, and Rains’ heart hammered in his chest. 
 
    “Well met, Peacemaker Rains,” Hak-Chet said finally. 
 
    Thank the stars! Rains thought. 
 
    “Well met, Selector Hak-Chet,” Rains replied. 
 
    Hak-Chet turned from the window and moved to his perch. “Have a seat, Jackson. I was just contemplating your report. Anything to add?” 
 
    “No, Selector.” 
 
    “You traveled halfway across the galaxy on a rescue mission, and in the end you accomplished your goal, but failed to capture or kill either Kr’et’Socae or Sin’Kura. In fact, you allowed them to escape with data that may compromise the safety of the council, the Guild Master, and perhaps the guild itself. While doing so, a number of people on both sides of the conflict lost their lives. How does that make you feel?” 
 
    “Angry, disappointed in myself and the result, concerned for what may come.” 
 
    “A good, solid answer. Try again.” 
 
    “I’m starting to understand him, not his motivations, but his actions. Kr’et’Socae doesn’t seem so much evil as…indifferent,” Rains said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Hak-Chet asked. 
 
    “Because it was more important to him to corrupt me than to kill me. Or perhaps it just amused him. I’m not sure which bothers me more.” Jackson shrugged. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I tried to prevent any damage my actions could have caused. I did what was necessary, and people died because of my choices. Each one is a debt I can’t repay. The only comfort I can find in that is that in the long run, it’s possible we saved more than we lost. It’s hard to say.”  
 
    “Better, Jackson. On the positive side, you disrupted whatever Kr’et’Socae’s plans were at Hope Station, and he now believes you to be compromised. So, at some point in the future, you may have another chance. You also came within arm’s reach of him, which is closer than anyone else has gotten.” Hak-Chet shifted on his perch. 
 
    “It wasn’t enough,” Rains said regretfully and looked out over Houston. 
 
    “No,” Hak-Chet agreed. He tilted his head as he watched Rains. “Do you remember our conversations when you first came back to Earth?” 
 
    Rains’ gaze snapped back to the Selector. “I do.” Rains felt his face redden. He remembered how angry he had been that nothing was being done, and later, that Hak-Chet would put so many people at risk to draw the Equiri out. “I was wrong. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, Jackson, almost everything you said was correct, but being correct is not the same as being right. Neither is it wrong. Sometimes we don’t get to do what is right, no matter how much we want to. Sometimes necessary is the best we can do. When you did what was necessary. You went all the way to Hope Station, regardless of the cost, regardless of the consequences, and for you, things will never be the same.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jackson reluctantly agreed and dropped his gaze to his hands. 
 
    “When I did what was necessary, Jackson, I sent you.” 
 
    Jackson nodded, rubbing his eyes. The reaction to the release of stress was finally catching up to him. “I understand. There’s one last thing. Can you offer any help where Ellison Hatfield is concerned? Amos’ people were able to run down the others who attacked Sanctuary, but Hatfield is still in the wind.” 
 
    “Ellison Hatfield is off planet. We have some leads, but it concerns another operation I can’t discuss at this time. However, I give you my word that matter will be taken care of,” Hak-Chet assured him. 
 
    “Good enough. I’ll tell Amos. What’s next?” 
 
    “Next, you take some leave, spend some time at home and recover your strength. While you are there, make sure your people are ready to go at a moment’s notice. When your leave is up, you will head back to Snowmass. Force 25 is in final preparations now. I’ll be in touch with you regarding your—and their—next mission soon,” Hak-Chet said rising and offering a hand. It was a dismissal. 
 
    That suited Rains just fine. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sanctuary Plantation 
 
    Louisiana, Earth 
 
      
 
    “Peacemaker?” 
 
    Rains turned, and for a few seconds he didn’t recognize the man. Then he smiled. “Lem. Well met. It looks like the last few months have been good for you.” 
 
    Clear eyes looked out from Lem’s ruddy face. What little hair Lem had left was neatly trimmed, a brown halo shot through with white and gray, and his wild beard had been tamed to a rough stubble. He wore clean coveralls with a plaid cotton shirt and nearly new work boots. He was clutching a battered paper bag in one hand so hard his knuckles were white. 
 
    Lem nodded, looking around. “They have been. The attack on Sanctuary, seeing my friends die. It was terrible, but it made me think about how much I owed these people. They took me in when I had nothing left. Saved my life.” Lem stared off into the distance. “I’m not the man I used to be. I’m not!” he said desperately. 
 
    “Lem, what’s this about?” Rains asked. He didn’t know much about the man other than Amos vouched for him. 
 
    “Thank you for saving Sabine!” Lem blurted. “I’m sorry, Peacemaker, this is hard for me. I just want so much to help. I’ve done…terrible things. Things I’m ashamed of. Things I need to make right, if I can.” Tears welled up in his eyes. 
 
    “Lem, it’s okay. Whatever it is, we can talk it through.” Rains couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man. 
 
    “I want to believe that. I do. But I don’t deserve it. I need you to know how sorry I am.” Lem handed Rains the paper bag. “This is yours. When I saw you—when you came to help, I knew…and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rains reached into the bag and removed the contents. It was a small plastic case with a signed baseball. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” Rains asked, his heart hammering in his chest. Emotions threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    “My name is—was, Arthwaite Lemburg. I worked as the personnel director for the Aces High mercenary company. I…ruined your life, and too many others. It was after your parents were killed that I—I quit. I hated them, and I hated myself for what I had become. I crawled into a bottle and stayed there. It let me forget. Sometimes. That baseball came in a box of personal effects. Your mother—your mother was killed before I could send it to her. I kept it to remind me of the lives I destroyed. I won’t ask you to forgive me. Nothing I can do will make up for what I’ve done. But you deserved to know.” 
 
    Rains stared at the baseball, memories breaking on him like waves on a shore: his father, his mother, Arthwaite’s face from the call to his mother, the only time he’d seen the man. He could see it now, superimposed over the face of Lem, the broken, shaking man, waiting for Rains to save or damn him. He clenched the baseball, the case cutting into his fingers. He looked at Lem and wanted to hate him. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Rains took a deep breath. “Lem, thank you for returning this, for keeping it safe all this time. My life wasn’t ruined. When I was a boy, I thought it was, but looking back…It was hard, and I wish that it had been different from what it was. I miss what I think it might have been, but the hard parts brought me here. The hard parts made me who I am, and without them, there are so many things, so many people, I would have missed.” He met Lem’s gaze. “And those I wouldn’t trade for anything.” 
 
    Rains heard an echo of his father’s voice. You are what you do when it matters. 
 
    Lem looked at Rains, hope in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lem, I can’t forgive you,” Rains said. 
 
    Lem looked down. His head bobbing. “I understand I just—” 
 
    “I loved my parents, and they loved me. I don’t know what part you played in the things that led to their deaths. I doubt after all this time you do either. I do know that they both made choices. I can’t forgive you because I don’t blame you, and I don’t hate you, either.” As Rains said the words, he realized he believed them, that as hard as his life had been, he wouldn’t replace a moment, knowing it would change who he had become. 
 
    Lem looked up again, startled. 
 
    Rains offered his hand. Lem took it. “Thank you again,” said Rains. “For this.” He held up the baseball. “Whatever demons you are wrestling with, Lem, don’t let any of them stay on my account. I’d say you’ve already made a good start. Keep going.” 
 
    “I will, Peacemaker. Thank you,” Lem said, tears of gratitude in his eyes. 
 
    Rains watched him go, then turned and looked out over the water. A full moon was just starting to rise, shining through the trees. The sharp, piney smell of the cypress took him back. 
 
    “That was good advice, partner. You should take it,” said Vannix. Rains looked down and saw her reflection in the water. 
 
    “I’m working on it. Even though I’m learning to like having my demons around, I’m still not sure what to do without them,” Rains half-joked. 
 
    Vannix snorted. “We both know that isn’t true. You’re doing well. You don’t need me hanging around anymore.” 
 
    “Need and want are two different things. I miss my partner.” 
 
    “Places to go. People to do.” 
 
    “I love you, Vannix. I’m not going to say goodbye.” 
 
    “I love you, Jackson, and you don’t have to, not completely. I’m always right here.” Rains felt her touch on his heart. “So maybe not goodbye. Maybe just farewell.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Jackson asked. Tears streamed down his face, but he could still feel Vannix’s touch. It would stay with him for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Love is forever,” Vannix said. 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    Rains took a few deep breaths. The cypress had one last message for him. “Be True,” it reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Hey! Rains!” Bev yelled. He saw they had started a fire and music was starting to fill the air. “Come dance with me!” 
 
    Rains gave a last look at the trees and the water and weighed the heft of his dad’s baseball. He had the perfect spot for it. 
 
    “Hang on, Bev! I’m on my way!” 
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   Excerpt from “Salvage Title:” 
 
      
 
    A steady beeping brought Harmon back to the present. Clip’s program had succeeded in unlocking the container. “Right on!” Clip exclaimed. He was always using expressions hundreds or more years out of style. “Let’s see what we have; I hope this one isn’t empty, too.” Last month they’d come across a smaller vault, but it had been empty. 
 
    Harmon stepped up and wedged his hands into the small opening the door had made when it disengaged the locks. There wasn’t enough power in the small cells Clip used to open it any further. He put his weight into it, and the door opened enough for them to get inside. Before they went in, Harmon placed a piece of pipe in the doorway so it couldn’t close and lock on them, baking them alive before anyone realized they were missing. 
 
    Daylight shone in through the doorway, and they both froze in place; the weapons vault was full. In it were two racks of rifles, stacked on top of each other. One held twenty magnetic kinetic rifles, and the other held some type of laser rifle. There was a rack of pistols of various types. There were three cases of flechette grenades and one of thermite. There were cases of ammunition and power clips for the rifles and pistols, and all the weapons looked to be in good shape, even if they were of a strange design and clearly not made in this system. Harmon couldn’t tell what system they had been made in, but he could tell what they were. 
 
    There were three upright containers on one side and three more against the back wall that looked like lockers. Five of the containers were not locked, so Clip opened them. The first three each held two sets of light battle armor that looked like it was designed for a humanoid race with four arms. The helmets looked like the ones Harmon had worn at the academy, but they were a little long in the face. The next container held a heavy battle suit—one that could be sealed against vacuum. It was also designed for a being with four arms. All the armor showed signs of wear, with scuffed helmets. The fifth container held shelves with three sizes of power cells on them. The largest power cells—four of them—were big enough to run a mech. 
 
    Harmon tried to force the handle open on the last container, thinking it may have gotten stuck over time, but it was locked and all he did was hurt his hand. The vault seemed like it had been closed for years. 
 
    Clip laughed and said, “That won’t work. It’s not age or metal fatigue keeping the door closed. Look at this stuff. It may be old, but it has been sealed in for years. It’s all in great shape.” 
 
    “Well, work some of your tech magic then, ‘Puter Boy,” Harmon said, shaking out his hand. 
 
    Clip pulled out a small laser pen and went to work on the container. It took another ten minutes, but finally he was through to the locking mechanism. It didn’t take long after that to get it open. 
 
    Inside, there were two items—an eight-inch cube on a shelf that looked like a hard drive or a computer and the large power cell it was connected to. Harmon reached for it, but Clip grabbed his arm. 
 
    “Don’t! Let me check it before you move it. It’s hooked up to that power cell for a reason. I want to know why.” 
 
    Harmon shrugged. “Okay, but I don’t see any lights; it has probably been dead for years.” 
 
    Clip took a sensor reader out of his kit, one of the many tools he had improved. He checked the cell and the device. There was a faint amount of power running to it that barely registered on his screen. There were several ports on the back along with the slot where the power cell was hooked in. He checked to make sure the connections were tight, he then carried the two devices to the hovercraft. 
 
    Clip then called Rinto’s personal comm from the communicator in the hovercraft. When Rinto answered, Clip looked at Harmon and winked. “Hey boss, we found some stuff worth a hovercraft full of credit…probably two. Can we have it?” he asked. 
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   Excerpt from “Warrior: Integration:” 
 
      
 
    I leap into the pit. As I fall in the low gravity, I run my hands and feet along the rock walls, pushing from one side to another, slowing my descent. I hit the pool below and go under. 
 
    I swim up through the greenish chemicals and breach the surface. I can see a human head silhouetted against the circle of light above. Time to go. I slide out of the pool quickly. The pool explodes behind me. Grenade, most likely. The tall geyser of steam and spray collapses as I glide into the darkness of the caves ahead. 
 
    They are shooting to kill now. 
 
    I glide deeper into the rough tunnels. Light grows dimmer. Soon, I can barely see the rock walls around me. I look back. I can see the light from the tunnel reflected upon the pool. They have not come down yet. They’re cautious; they won’t just rush in. I turn around a bend in the tunnel, and light is lost to absolute darkness. 
 
    The darkness means little to me anymore. I can hear them talking as their voices echo off the rock. They are going to send remotes down first. They have also decided to kill me rather than capture me. They figure the docs can study whatever they scrape off the rock walls. That makes my choices simple. I figured I’d have to take out this team anyway. 
 
    The remotes are on the way. I can hear the faint whine of micro-turbines. They will be using the sensors on the remotes and their armor, counting on the darkness blinding me. Their sensors against my monster. I wonder which will win. 
 
    Everything becomes a kind of gray, blurry haze as my eyes adapt to the deep darkness. I can see the tunnel from sound echoes as I glide down the dark paths. I’m also aware of the remotes spreading out in a search pattern in the tunnel complex. 
 
    I’ll never outrun them. I need to hide, but I glow in infra-red. One of the remotes is closing, fast. 
 
    I back up against a rock wall, and force the monster to hide me. It’s hard; it wants to fight, but I need to hide first. I feel the numbing cold return as my temperature drops, hiding my heat. I feel the monster come alive, feel it spread through my body and erupt out of my skin. Fibers spread over my skin, covering me completely in fibrous camouflage. They harden, fusing me to the wall, leaving me unable to move. I can’t see, and I can barely breathe. If the remotes find me here, I’m dead. 
 
    The remote screams by. I can’t see through the fibers, but it sounds like an LB-24, basically a silver cigar equipped with a small laser. 
 
    I can hear the remote hover nearby. Can it see me? It pauses and then circles the area. Somehow, the fibers hide me. It can’t see me, but it knows something is wrong. It drops on the floor to deposit a sensor package and continues on. Likely it signaled the men upstairs about an anomaly. They’ll come and check it out. 
 
    The instant I move, the camera will see me. So I wait. I listen to the sounds of the drones moving and water running in the caves. These caves are not as lifeless as I thought; a spider crawls across my face. I’m as still as stone. 
 
    Soon, the drones have completed their search pattern and dropped sensors all over the place. I can hear them through the rock, so now I have a mental map of the caves stretching out down here. I wait. 
 
    They send the recall, and the drones whine past on the way up. They lower ropes and rappel down the shaft. They pause by the pool, scanning the tunnels and blasting sensor pulses of sound, and likely radar and other scans as well. I wait. 
 
    They move carefully down the tunnels. I can feel their every movement through the rock, hear their every word. These men know what they are doing: staying in pairs, staying in constant communication, and checking corners carefully. I wait. 
 
    One pair comes up next to me. They pause. One of them has bad breath. I can feel the tension; they know something is wrong. They could shoot me any instant. I wait. 
 
    “Let’s make sure.” I hear a deep voice and a switch clicks. 
 
    Heat and fire fill the tunnel. I can see red light through the fibers. Roaring fire sucks all the air away, and the fibers seal my nose before I inhale flame. The fibers protect me from the liquid flame that covers everything. I can feel the heat slowly begin to burn through. 
 
    It’s time.  
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   Excerpt from “Devil Calls the Tune:” 
 
      
 
    Kenyon shouted, “Flyer! Fast mover!” 
 
    Everyone grabbed their packs and started running. When McCarthy didn’t, Devlin grabbed him by his uniform shirt and yelled, “Come on!” 
 
    The little outcropping they had weathered under was part of a larger set of hills. Devlin and McCarthy made for a sheer cliff face that was tall enough that it would make strafing difficult. They dove behind a few rocks, and Devlin peered over one. The flier had overshot the group and was circling. 
 
    McCarthy reached into his pack and pulled out a rail pistol and magazine. He slapped the magazine home into its well and charged the pistol. 
 
    “Where the fark did you get that!” Devlin panted. He reached over and took the pistol. McCarthy let him. 
 
    “This was the surprise,” McCarthy said. “I found the pistol, then searched the wreckage for ammo. I found some and parts to a bunch of rifles. Most were in bad shape, but Pringle figured he might be able to cobble together a couple from the parts. He was going take the lot back to the camp so they would have something to defend the wounded with. He sent me with this for you. Best we could get together at the time. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. This is pretty good. I won’t beat the shit out of you now for the fire.” 
 
    “The fire?” McCarthy looked blank for a moment, then realization hit. “Oh, you think that the fire attracted—” 
 
    “Our flying friend over there. Yeah, I just—get your head down!” He pulled at McCarthy as rounds from the flier dug into the earth. There was something odd about this one. 
 
    He took a quick look. This wasn’t the same flier that had attacked the camp, this one was… 
 
    “Drone!” Devlin yelled. He watched the thing from the rocks, watched it circle around again. He braced the pistol on the rocks, steadied, and waited. 
 
    When the drone started its run again, Devlin sighted in, breathed out, and fired. 
 
    The drone disintegrated in a fiery cloud as the MAC round entered its main capacitor bank. He watched it fall and then rose from behind the rocks. McCarthy joined him. 
 
    Devlin looked over at the tree line and waved his arm. A moment later, Kenyon appeared, followed by Gartlan and MacBain. 
 
    “Devlin!” Decker’s voice came out of the tree line. Kenyon and the others started to where Decker’s voice had come from. Devlin started to run. 
 
    He found the group gathered around Decker. She was holding Moran’s head in her lap. Moran’s uniform had a red stain in the abdomen that was growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Got hit as I dived into the woods,” Moran croaked. Her blonde hair was already slick with sweat, her face pale. 
 
    “Sorry, Devlin. I…I…” her voice trailed off as her implant fed nanites and nighty-night into her system. A moment later she looked dead, which for all intents and purposes she was. 
 
    Devlin rubbed his scalp. He glared over at McCarthy, whose shocked face got even paler as he looked at the body, hibernating though it was, of Lisa Moran. He bowed his head and started to stammer, “I’m sorry, I didn’t…” 
 
    “Shut up, Tom. Just shut up,” Devlin said tiredly. “You didn’t know; you had no way of knowing. This wasn’t even the same flier that attacked the camp. Just a stupid mistake, but it’s one that we have to deal with now. Is anybody else hurt?” 
 
    Arnette was sitting on the ground beside Decker with her legs crossed. She held one ankle in her hands. “Well, now that you mention it…” She looked at Devlin with pain-filled eyes. “I think my ankle is broken. I stepped straight into a hole as I came into the woods.” 
 
    Decker moved her legs out from underneath Moran’s head and laid it gently on the ground. She made her way to the other woman. Gartlan bent down as well and said, “Let’s get your boot off.” 
 
    Together, the two started trying to get the girl’s boot off. When Arnette hissed once and nearly passed out, they realized they’d have to cut it off. Gartlan produced a tactical knife and used the monomolecular edge to slice down the side of the boot. His cut made, he handed the knife to Decker, who sliced down the foot portion of the boot, careful not to cut too deeply. 
 
    “Here you go, Wolf,” she said handing the knife back to Gartlan, who folded it and put it back in his pocket. Together, he and Decker were finally able to peel the ruined boot off the injured girl’s foot. 
 
    Her foot, already purple, immediately started to swell. They propped her leg up on a rock covered with Gartlan’s tunic. Gartlan shook his head at Devlin. “She isn’t likely to go nighty-night, but she might as well. She ain’t going anywhere on that foot for a few days. And she’s not going to like this, but we’re going to have to set it and splint it so that the nanis don’t knit it wrong. Probably still will, but the canker mechanics should be able to fix it without too much problem if we get home.” 
 
    Sarah Arnette’s eyes went wide as Gartlan’s words hit home. “Oh Gods!” she moaned. “This is going to suck!” 
 
    “Do it,” Devlin said. “Come on, guys. They don’t need an audience, and we’ve got to get our shit together.” 
 
    He turned to walk away as Gartlan bent back down, and Decker opened a med kit. 
 
    Another drone flier came to halt in front of them, and a voice came over its vocoder, “State your name and passcode.” 
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   Excerpt from “Mako:” 
 
      
 
    The trio darted for the lift and dove inside as a staccato of sparks and ricochets peppered the space around them. Once the doors had closed, they got to their feet and checked their weapons.  
 
    “I bet it was that little punk-ass tech giving us the stink eye,” Danny growled, ejecting his magazine for inspection. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hamish said.  
 
    Lee leapt to his comm. “Mac, you got a copy?” 
 
    “I leave you alone for five minutes, and this is what happens?” Mac answered.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Lee rolled his eyes. “Fire up that shuttle and be ready. We’re comin’ in hot.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Link shouted. “Hey, asshat, you got time to listen to me now?” 
 
    Lee sneered as the lift indicator ticked past three, moving toward the hangar deck on ten. “Damn it, Link, we’ve been made. That means it’s only a matter of time before the grays find that little package Hamish just left into their energy core. We’ve gotta go—now. What’s so damned important that it can’t wait for later?” 
 
    “If you’ll shut your piehole for a sec, I’ll show you.”  
 
    Lee listened as Link piped in a radio exchange over the comm. 
 
    “Velzer, this is Morrius Station Tower.” A male voice crackled through the static. “You are cleared for fuel service at Bravo Station on platform three. Be advised, we are presently dealing with a security breach near Main Engineering, and thus you are ordered to keep all hatches secured until that’s resolved. Please acknowledge.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, Morrius Tower,” another voice said. “All hatches secure. Proceeding to Bravo Three for service. Out.” 
 
    Lee wrinkled his nose. “So what? Another ship is stoppin’ for gas. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s a prisoner transport in transit to a POW camp in the Ganlyn System.”  
 
    Prisoner transport?  
 
    “And boss?” Link paused. “Their reported head count is two hundred seventy-six, plus flight crew.” 
 
    Lee cringed. Never in a million years could he have missed that number’s significance.  
 
    “Yeah, that struck me, too,” Link said. 
 
    “Does mean what I think it does?” Danny asked.  
 
    Lee hung his head. “The Sygarious 3 colonists are aboard that ship.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Mac murmured. “Guys, if that’s true, there are whole families over there.” 
 
    “I know,” Lee snapped, “and they’re all about to dock on Platform Three, just in time to die with everyone else on this godforsaken facility.” 
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